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	1. Chapter 1

**The Spartan Effect**

**Message from the author**

Greetings to any who deign to read this story. It took me a long time to gather up the courage – and determination – to finally write this, and I might say that I am only writing this because my all time favorite halo/ mass effect crossover, **One Purpose**, has seemingly been discontinued. *inset sad face here.* Some of you might see some instant similarities, and I am trying to limit those, but some of what Wannabecriminalman writes just seems like the perfect way to do things. (Also I will be using the halo format that the aforementioned author has on his bio page. Once again, it just makes sense.) I am not a fan of the halo mass effect crossovers that have the mass effect universe become spawned from the halo universe, because I do not believe them to be logical… I'm not saying those stories are bad fics, I'm merely stating that I do not like to read them. My main goal is to try to fully showcase the MC's character. Do not expect to see him be very talkative toward anyone but Cortana at first, he will not be revealing his name for some time, and he will be as powerful as he is in the halo universe… no nerfs. If anyone thinks that I have deviated from this plan, please please please tell me. I hope that whomever finds themselves reading this enjoys this fiction because I plan to see it through to the end.

Note: I am not the fast writer, because I like to try to make things perfect. I also play football for my college and am only doing this in my free time, so it may take days or weeks for me to get the next chapter going. Well, I have rambled long enough, so here is the prologue.

**Disclaimer – **I do not own mass effect or Halo or any of the characters within (Exciting because it's the first time I've gotten to write that. :P)

**Prologue – Take a Breather**

_Darkness surrounded him. His world was the gloom. He felt pain, but it was dull, as if the wound were both deep and superficial. He could deal with pain, he knew that. He was… he was… he was the Master Chief Petty Officer Spartan – 117. A voice was calling him, as if from thousands of miles away. He had to respond, he knew that noise. He opened his eyes, and the voice immediately grew louder._

"Chief! Can you hear me?" With a thought, John turned on his suits outer lights, illuminating the darkness. "I thought I'd lost you too." He was floating; there was no gravity in the ship any longer. He shoved off of the cold metal and drifted toward the opening into space. His throat was dry, and he could taste copper in his mouth.

"What happened?" He asked, as he position his body precisely, careful not to cause any unexpected movement in the zero – g environment. He moved to inspect the damage to the ship.

"I'm not sure," replied Cortana. "When Halo fired, it shook itself to pieces… did a number on the Ark. The portal couldn't sustain itself. We made it through just as it collapsed." John gazed out on the ship, or what was left of it and knew before she had to tell him. "Some of us made it." _The Forward Unto Dawn _had been cut in half by the closing portal. There was only one thing to do, the Spartan turned around pushed off for one of the doorways.

The Master Chief glided along the empty hallway in silence, pushing debris out of the way as he made for the cryo bay. His headlamps lighting the way. Once he reached the room, he moved directly for the data terminal. Only then did Cortana again speak, her voice solemn.

"But you did it. Truth and the Covenant... The Flood... It's finished." Her blue body appeared in front of him, and he was filled with a surge of hope.

"It's finished." He moved toward the nearest cryo pod and locked his worn assault rifle into the rack by the tube, Cortana's pixilated gaze following him the whole way. "I'll drop a beacon, but it will be awhile before anyone finds us… years even." The Chief positioned his body within the pod for cryo sleep. He looked out at his one remaining friend and felt pity for her. She would have to remain 'awake' as he slept. The tube began to close.

"I'll miss you," she said meaningfully.

"Wake me, when you need me." The pod closed, and the freezing procedure began. He felt his vision fading, and soon he was once more plunged into darkness.

Cortana's avatar remained atop the pedestal for only a few moments longer, as she prepped what remained of the ships computer for detection of ships and her impending hibernation. Her gaze fell once more on her protector.

"Sleep well," she said to her resting giant, and with that her form disappeared from the projector, leaving only the lights from the cryo pods to light the room. It was quiet. Their mission was over, for now.


	2. Chapter 2

**Chapter 1 – Rude Awakening**

"A prisoner of war is a man who tries to kill you and fails, and then asks you not to kill him."

**Disclaimer – **I own nothing from halo or mass effect.

Commander James Shepard, savior of the citadel, was tired. Weeks of chasing down high profile characters in order to create a team to travel through the Omega – 4 Relay, would be tiring for anyone. It also didn't help that as soon as he had thought he had cleared the waters with Jack after helping her destroy a Cerberus base, she went and tried to obliterate Miranda. The Cerberus operative might not seem too perturbed by the whole incident, but even after a few days, he still worried that he would wake up to find those two fighting again, taking the rest of the ship with them.

Shepard rose from the bed and padded to his desk to check on any reports and messages that might have come while he slept. He activated the terminal and was immediately bombarded by mail. The commander sighed and set to work.

_I thought one of the perks of being brought back to life would be no more junk mail. _Shepard opened the first message. We of the Galactic Association of_ – Delete. _Giving to the Citadel Fund for the _– Delete. _Thanks for_ – Delete. _Tell all your friends about_ –Delete. _Could you please help me, a Salarian Prince, who_ – Delete. _Hello, fellow pleasure seeker. Would you like to enlarge the size of your_ … save that one for later. _He was reaching the end of the junk mail chain, when Joker's voice broke over the com.

"Hey Commander, EDI's picking up a distress signal that I think you should come take a look at."

_Delete._ _Well, from one crisis to another._ "Be down in a minute, Joker."

Shepard entered the cockpit to find EDI and Joker arguing. Joker's sarcasm did nothing to disarm the situation. "I'm telling you, you can clean that message up a bit. I thought intelligence was part of your name."

"The beacon is being disturbed by the fields around the planet; it is a mathematical improbability that we are hearing anything." Shepard, while normally amused by their banter, was in no mood and so decided to end it.

"What is it that I should be hearing?" He said with a slight cough to gain their attention.

"We intercepted a distress beacon coming from an ice planet only a couple of light years off our current course," as the pilot said this he hit a button on the holo-dash causing a speaker to sputter and then shoot out a garbled message. "We are also being transmitted the position of the ship, but the funny thing is that there are no ships recorded that might have gone black in this area."

"Is there any way to tell what the message is saying?"

"I keep telling the easy bake oven over here that it should be possible, but it won't listen," replied Joker vehemently.

"I have cleaned the audio as adequately as possible. The magnetic fields around the planet are affecting the signal too much to allow anything to get through."

"Maybe if you let me do something more than twiddle my thumbs, we could get something done."

"Enough you two. Joker, take us to this ship, it's worth a look and it doesn't seem too far out of our way. Call me down again when we're closer."

"Aye Commander."

The 'ship' orbited the blue gas giant in a debris field, it was nothing like any on the Normandy had ever witnessed before. Dark, blocky, and ominous, the larger craft's open half faced towards the Normandy like a maw readying to swallow the lesser ship whole.

"Joker, what can you give me on this thing?" asked Shepard impatiently as his mind tried to rationally filter out all Reaper related causes to the current state of the unknown ship and was getting nowhere.

"The beacon suggests that the ship has been like this for months. Scanners can't pick up any life signs and only a minimal amount of power… Huh? That's weird-"

"What is it?"

"Scanners also indicate that there is no element zero aboard the ship. There aren't even any lingering traces of eezo… EDI! This can't be right. Are your sensors malfunctioning again?" stated Joker as he slapped the AI's hologram projector in frustration.

"The scans are accurate," replied EDI in her synthesized voice as her 'form' appeared by the pilot. "And my sensors have not malfunctioned since the last time you tried to use them to pick up a stronger signal for your extranet 'videos'. The legality of th–"

"Fine. Fine! There's nothing wrong with your sensors. Sheesh," said Joker quickly to placate the AI. "Never thought I'd be betrayed by a toaster."

"Enough you two! Can we please focus on the task at hand? What else can you tell me about this ship? Maybe why we're only seeing half of it?"

"Budget cuts?" interjected Joker with a smile, but he returned to his controls after receiving a withering look from Shepard. "Erm, the cut is too clean for the cause to be fragmentation, and I don't know of any ship based weapon in Citadel space that can pull off this kind of damage."

"So, what you're saying is the Reapers or Collectors could have a fun new toy that we might have to worry about? Great. I have a feeling this day is just filled with surprises."

"No need to shoot the messenger."

"Tell Garrus, Jack, Miranda, Grunt, and Mordin to meet me in the hanger prepped for vacuum."

"That shuttle's going to feel a little cramped, don't you think. I don't know about you, but I'd rather not be near a Krogan in tight spaces."

"Sorry, can't hear you," replied Shepard with a wave as he walked away. "I've got enough of your bullshit clogging my ears already." Joker turned to watch the former Spectre storm off toward the cargo hold and continued to watch until the beeps from the controls became more insistent.

"Well, somebody needs to shoot something today."

_This is the last time I take more than two people with me, _thought Shepard sullenly. Due to the excess squad members, the shuttle was more cramped than usual and smelled of sweaty krogan, but the commander would never let Joker have the satisfaction of knowing.

As the Kodiak shuttle drew closer to the large vessel, Shepard began to feel a greater sense of unease. _What could do that kind of damage?_ In an effort to draw his attention from the ghost ship, Shepard's eyes began to wander around the cabin.

Mordin was chattering away to no one in particular. The salarian practically quivered with the excitement of new knowledge.

Grunt twitched every now and again. _He has been doing that a lot lately. His blood lust is kicking in a bit early, _thought Shepard. _I may have to talk to him about that. _

Garrus sat off on the other side of the shuttle, checking and rechecking his load out of weapons and readying himself for anything.

Miranda sat in the middle, calm and collected. After sending off a preliminary report to the Illusive Man on the find, she was now completely focused on the task at hand.

And Jack, Shepard always had trouble judging the unstable biotic. _She looks angry, but she always seems pissed. Course, as long as she isn't throwing me into a wall, then she can stay pissed. _

The cabin rocked momentarily, as the Kodiak landed within the ruined ship. The six "man" squad quickly filtered out, anxious to get the mission underway. Shepard looked around the dark grey interior of the vessel, appraising the situation. _It's as dreary on the inside as it is on the outside._

"Alright! I know most of you don't want to be here, so we're going to keep this brief. We go in, we salvage as much Intel and tech as possible, and we get out. Doctor that goes for you too," said Shepard swiftly to swat down any potential questioning from the hyperactive scientist. Seeing that his team was set, Shepard turned and headed down the dark corridor. "Let's get this over with."

**Initializing… **

_I feel their footsteps._

_They have come from beyond._

**Security Protocol – 984.003 Loaded/ Applying Counter Measures/ Decks 4A Throooooooooooooooo… **

_To tread within my land, this wounded metal beast._

_Some are akin to my makers; the others are unknown to me._

… **Runtime Error… **

_All are armed and moving toward him._

**Searching…**

_They will not catch him in his reverie._

_They will not take him from me._

**Loading Cryogenics Bay Directory…**

_I am his shield…_

_I am his sword._

**Loading Successful/ Subject No. 117 Found…**

_They let ME pick._

**Security Key Accepted/ Unsealing Hushed Casket…**

_He is MINE!_

The squad had hit an impasse. The passage that they had initially taken now forked off in two different directions. The directional signs that had been in place had now faded, the words illegible. They had searched the many rooms along the way, but had found nothing in the way of usable tech; however Mordin was still digesting the intriguing information that had been found in the latest room. The warning labels and instructions that had been unreadable in other areas were now slightly less spoiled and were found to be in English.

"Fascinating. Ship which utilizes no element zero and possibly unknown drive core was created by humans. Truly remarkable, humans progressing this far without public knowledge."

"Don't get your hopes up," drawled Miranda. "This isn't a Cerberus vessel, and we have no Intel on the Alliance testing anything such as this. There is little that happens in the Alliance that we do not know about."

"Sounds like your precious Cerberus might not be as perfect as you think it is, cheerleader," interjected a smiling Jack before Mordin could respond. Miranda turned to confront the powerful biotic, but Shepard stepped between them before the sparks could fly.

"I thought we were passed this. I will not have you fighting during a mission," said Shepard sternly.

"Ahhh, fuck off," replied Jack gracefully before she backed away from the squad's other biotic.

"Garrus, you take Grunt and Jack through the door to the right. I'll take Miranda and Mordin to the left. We'll meet back here in an hour. Radio in if you find anything interesting."

"Great, you send me off with the two rabid ones. I'll see what I can do," replied Garrus sarcastically. The Turian moved towards the door, nodding for Jack and Grunt to follow, and the two not in the slightest insulted killers obliged.

"You'll be fine," said Shepard as the door closed behind the trio, and then turned to his remaining squad mates. "Well, shall we continue to explore?"

"Indeed. Must still find source of ship, possible crew members, data ports…"

Shepard moved toward the door in an effort to escape from the doctor's ramblings. It proved less fruitful then what was initially thought. _If he were ever to suffocate, please let it be now._

Garrus' squad had been following the directional arrows that were plastered on the floor and walls of the corridor, continuing to check the side rooms along the way, but all the evidence still led to a ship wide evacuation. The purpose of the mission seemed hopeless, until they reached where the markers were pointing.

"_Cryogenics bay_. This must be their stasis pod room aboard the ship," inferred Garrus as he tried the door, but it wouldn't budge. Undeterred, he quickly moved to the controls to try to finesse a way in.

"We're not going in that fucking room are we? I don't like being around cryo equipment," said Jack hesitantly, suddenly losing her slightly psychopathic air. She still remembered her recent internment within a cryo cell.

"Is the little human girl scared? Do not worry; I can kill anything inside there," said the large Krogan with a throaty chuckle.

"Have you ever been launched through a bulkhead before?" replied the biotic as ebon energies began to swirl around her. Grunt fingered his shotgun, quivering with excitement.

"Collectors, Reapers, geth, slavers, and mercenaries all exist in this galaxy, and you two would rather choose to brawl with each other while on a ghost ship?" exclaimed Garrus as he turned from his work on the control panel.

"Yeah," countered the two destroyers nonchalantly.

"Well… save it for later. I don't need you two bludgeoning each other right now." Garrus walked back over to the control panel and tried another button, to which the door responded quickly. "The power flow through the ship must be getting pretty erratic. Come on; let's see if there's anything promising inside."

The cryogenic bay was very dimly lit, and the failing emergency lights from the pods did not help the situation. There were dozens of the cryo pods lined up along the walls.

"Jack, Grunt, check the pods for anything useful. I'm going to go take a look at that control unit, and please try not to kill each other." Sulkily, the two obeyed and began to check the various cases around the room. Seeing that no bloodshed was imminent, Garrus turned toward the pedestal, eager to find something that worked on this ship. He touched a switch and a blue light began to glow on top, but as suddenly as it appeared it returned from whence it came. At first, the turian thought that it had lost power, but the other controls still seemed fully operational. Intrigued, Garrus waved his Omni-tool to get a reading on the control system. _Power output looks controlled… What the…_ The unit had shut itself off, but before he could begin to fiddle with the apparently malfunctioning tech, a voice broke over his headset.

"Garrus, better come see this," said the rough tone of Grunt.

"What did you find?"

"Survivor, and it's a big one," finished Jack, her voice barely able to contain the surprise.

As the former C-Sec officer began to walk over to his two comrades, he decided to alert Shepard to the find.

"Commander." He was greeted by static as he awaited a reply.

"What have you found?"

"A Cryo bay with possibly a living occupant."

"Really? Hold your position. We're on our way." Shepard cut off the link, and Garrus turned again towards his squad mates. As he reached the cryo unit, he noticed that strangely the display was active. After closer inspection, he found that the pod was in the discharge stage. He hastily glanced at the lone occupant and was shocked to see how right Jack's assessment truly was.

The inhabitant had to be over seven feet tall and was completely covered from head to toe in green and black armor, but the face was obscured by an impenetrable golden face plate. The figure, although lying down and unconscious, looked imposing, but the surprising fact was that it looked human.

"I didn't know humans got that big," wondered Garrus aloud.

"Well, we're just full of surprises," replied Jack cheerily.

The body within twitched ever so slightly. Garrus looked to either side of himself to see that both Jack and Grunt had drawn their guns and were aiming at the tube.

"Don't shoot unless it attacks us. The last thing we need is to needlessly go pissing off the only occupant of this ship."

"A little fun never hurts you, Garrus. Besides, it might just be a mech that they decided to freeze," replied Jack in a pouting tone, while Grunt chuckled deeply. The Turian tried to give the human biotic a withering gaze, but the helmet made it all but impossible.

He needed to tell the commander this. "You better hurry up. It seems our host is about to wake up, and the psycho twins are getting antsy. Also, thought you should know that it looks human." The tube began to open. "Check that last transmission. He IS waking up…"

_The flood was closing in at every angle. Escape was no longer possible, but he continued to fight. He would not stop, could not stop. The parasite's wails filled the air as he brought his rifle to bare and unleashed a hail of bullets upon his enemy. They continued forward undeterred. They would soon be upon him. Chances of survival were dwindling, he couldn't_-

The Master Chief Petty Officer John – 117 opened his eyes, and was greeted with only darkness. His body burned and itched, but his mental focus shoved it aside. Besides, it was only freezer burn. A sharper burning sensation suddenly ripped across his chest. _That's not freezer burn_, he thought as his memories prior to cryo sleep came rushing back.

_He heard Johnson scream and turned to see Guilty Spark firing a laser out of its eye. As he sprinted forward to stop the insane AI, it turned its gaze upon him._

"_Unacceptable! Unacceptable! Absolutely Unacceptable!" It was raving now, the contours of its spherical body glowing red. Another lance of energy shot out of its eye and hit the Chief squarely in the chest knocking him several meters back…_

Plasma and laser burns were bad, but he had dealt with them before, it was just another kind of pain. Joints had been dislocated, bruises upon bruises made, explosions which would have shattered a normal human had rocked his body, and yet he was still here, ready to move on. With a thought, John turned on the power to his MJOLNIR armor, the heads up display flashing to life and revealing a surprising sight to the Spartan.

Outside of his cryo tube stood three beings. The two taller creatures were unmistakably not human; the larger one had a large hump on its back with three fingers and toes to each appendage and the other had spines protruding out from its armor and a head that resembled an Elite's. The third one was human, or at least the Chief couldn't see anything that would have suggested otherwise.

_Two unidentified aliens with a human._ _None of them are wearing any UNSC identification… insurrectionalists?_ He thought to himself, going through all his vast knowledge. _Whatever they are, they're armed. _Garbled noises filled his helmet; the radio transmitter was picking up some of the unknowns' conversation. What surprised the Chief was that he could understand what they were saying.

"-We're on our way," said a male voice.

_ They're calling for back up_. John tested his muscles, preparing for any scenario, and two of the trespassers drew their odd weapons. It took all of the Chief's training to not leap through the glass of the tube to engage. _Easy, got to wait for the right moment._ His transmitter began picking up the radio frequency of the invaders once again; the Chief locked it this time in order to hear what they were saying.

"Check that last transmission. It IS waking up." The glass sheath had begun to rise, it was almost time. The spiny alien moved forward inquisitively, stretching out a hand. The Chief's muscles contracted, readying to move. When the alien's hand was within an arm's length away, the Spartan sprang into action, leaning forward and grabbing the creature's hand within the blink of an eye and throwing it into the now vacant tube. He quickly hit a button on the panel and the pod closed before the alien could get out, freezing it in place.

It took only a few moments for the other two to recover from shock before they began to open fire on the armored behemoth. The larger of the two raced forward to overpower the Spartan – II, but with a series of quick jabs that the creature could not even hope to follow and a crack against the beast's hump it was down for the count.

As the Chief relieved the hulking creature of its weapon, he was suddenly forced back by a large force. Bracing himself against the flowing power, the Master Chief turned his gaze to the final trespasser. She was glowing purple, and it was from her that the energy was flowing. A look of surprise crossed her face, as the Spartan took a difficult step towards her. She screamed in anger and the current grew stronger.

John had not felt a disembodied force this strong since his battle with Guilty Spark, but even the Forerunner AI could only manage simple pulses. As the Chief made it back to his original cryo pod, he noticed his assault rifle on the rack next to it, and diving to the side the large human, hid behind the tube, grabbed the weapon, and checked it, preparing his next move. A female voice broke over the channel as a blow rocked the pod.

"I Will Destroy You," yelled the woman. She was growing angry. The tube rocked from the onslaught of her power, leaving the aisle untouched. Deciding to use this to his advantage, the Chief leapt out of hiding and made for the girl, moving side to side and firing the remainder of the MA5C's ammunition to avoid any more blasts. The rounds were stopped by a blue energy shield and the female tried to move out of the way, but the damage had been done. The Spartan reached her, and with a quick punch to the stomach knocked her out, the glow around her faded.

With the current threat now over, John policed the rest of the exotic weapons from the unconscious bodies and stacked them in a pile. He was about to move the two, when suddenly the doors to the bay opened and three more individuals entered. Grabbing one of the rifles, the Chief hid behind a cryo pod and waited for the newcomers to enter.

Two of them were human, a male and a female with a strange emblem emblazoned upon their suits. The third loosely resembled a prophet, and seemed to be the one talking as its voice broke over the radio.

"-A great discovery. Preserved subject should fill logic gaps around ship. Maybe explain lack of element zero. Should clarify ships state."

"Mordin, enough. You're giving me a head-ach… What happened here… where's Garrus?" The male human stepped forward and looked about the bay. He drew one of his weapons and the others followed suit. The two unconscious beings had begun to float off of the floor, their magnetized boots no longer anchoring them. The new squad of intruders moved over to their fallen comrades, pressing the comatose bodies back onto the ground. The female turned and saw the spiny alien, Garrus, asleep within the cryo tube.

"Shepard, I believe I've just found him."

"Well, I think it's safe to say that whatever they woke up is loose… and apparently iced Garrus and knocked out Grunt and Jack without too much trouble." Shepard had an uneasy feeling. Whatever did this couldn't be far off; the bullet holes in the walls and floor were still cooling. The whole situation screamed trap. "What could do this to a 'perfect' Krogan and a super biotic?" Suddenly a cold gravelly commanding voice washed over the com.

"Drop your weapons and turn around slowly."

**Note: I have half of chapter 2 done…. And reviews are always good inspiration *wink***


	3. Chapter 3

**Chapter 2 – Explanations, Queries, and Intrigue… Oh My.**

**Author's notes**:Thanks so much for all the wonderful reviews so far. I hope that I continue to impress, and as always keep me in line if I deviate from the true path.

**Author's notes REVISED (If you are re-reading, please read this): **If you want to jump to the portions that I have added, go to the section where the Chief is moving toward the Dawn and then the very end of the chapter. Also, after going through this again, I can't believe how little detail I used to put into these... Oh well, hindsight is 20/20 right?

"You are the master of all words unsaid. Once spoken, they are the master of you."

**Disclaimer** – I own nothing of Halo or Mass Effect…. Unfortunately XD

"Drop your weapons and turn around slowly." The voice was harsh, commanding, and brooked no mistakes. Not wanting to provoke the man with the readied gun, Shepard did as he was bid, dropping the gun, and turning around. Miranda and Mordin followed suit. The sight that greeted him was completely unexpected.

The being pointing the firearm at his crew was easily seven feet tall and covered from head to toe in green and black armor. Its face was totally obscured by a gold visor and its armor was covered with burns and dents. Whatever this was, it meant business.

Regaining his composure faster than his squad mates, the ex-Spectre attempted to disarm the situation.

"I'm Commander Shepard, and you are?" he prompted.

"Master Chief Petty Officer Spartan – 117. What are you affiliated with?"

_Well that's not much of a name._ Maybe it was the lack of sleep, maybe it was the seemingly endless ranks of mercenaries, or maybe it was simply that his armor was too tight, but the commander didn't feel like being kicked around by some faceless armored behemoth and decided to test fate.

"…Let's try this again. I'm Commander Shepard, and you are?" The green clad being cocked Grunt's shotgun. It was not amused, test failed. "Well, I used to be with the Alliance military, but now I work with Cerberus. Now could I please get a name, a race, or something?"

"Human and I'm unfamiliar with anything named the Alliance or Cerberus. What happened to the UNSC? Are you Insurrectionists?" Those words hit Shepard like a hammer stroke.

_He's never heard of the Human Alliance? Where's this guy from?_ Shepard's mind swirled with questions, too many to count."Well I've never heard of this 'UNSC' or of any 'Insurrectionists' … Look, we came here in response to the ship's distress beacon. Now we can sit here and have a one sided argument with you pointing that gun at my squad and me, or we can speak like civilized people on my 'working' ship." Shepard paused, waiting for some kind of reaction from the armed human. "At least it would give me awhile to check on my crew that you knocked out. Hell, we might even be able to give you a ride."

At the mention of the once again floating krogan and biotic, the Master Chief lowered his weapon, walked past Shepard, and over to the tube that Garrus was currently frozen in. Placing the weapon on his back, the huge human hit a button on the display and the tube began to open.

"My goal was not to kill them. They were armed and unknown, I reacted," admitted the Chief simply.

Surprised by this, Shepard was taken aback for a few moments, looking around the room once more. _That's some reaction._ It is always harder to try and stun an individual than it is to kill one, and the fact that this Master Chief knocked out three of his best without a scratch spoke volumes of his abilities. Leaving the now thawing Garrus, the Spartan walked over to a pedestal in the room, removed a chip, and placed it in his helmet.

_This day might turn out better than I thought,_contemplated Shepard as visions of recruitment flashed through his head. "I will have my ship dock with yours. I'll be waiting to greet you when you're ready." The Spartan only gave a slight nod in response, and made off down the corridor, leaving Shepard to take care of a cranky turian and two unconscious killers. He moved to go help them, and Miranda and Mordin, having just recovered their senses, turned to help him. It was not much longer before Mordin began chattering again, to Shepard's dismay.

**OOOO**

"Well, that could have gone better," said Cortana, speaking for the first time since being put back into his helmet. "Is mortal combat your personal handshake now? Maybe you would have liked to knock the others out as well. You know… give them a fond gauntleted hello."

The Chief was glad to hear his friend's voice and was quick to filter out the sarcastic bits of her rant. "They were armed and were aiming at me. My training kicked in. If you're so upset about it, you could have woken me sooner."

"Your tube was a little buggy at first. I had to fix it, which took longer than expected," replied Cortana reluctantly as she sighed. "We have to show a few more manners if we're going to get off this space hunk. That means you can't go around pacifying every new alien you meet –" Cortana trailed off as the Spartan reached the armory, knowing her words would soon fall on deaf ears.

The armory was in a state of disarray. Weapons that would normally be locked into the racks were floating about the room unfettered. There was a surprising amount of Covenant weapons scattered across the room. The Spartan even noted a pair of plasma swords in the mix.

Some of the lockers were ripped open, spewing forth repair kits and power packs of all sizes. With these he could keep his MJOLNIR armor going through all but the most grievous situations.

"Chief, I have a feeling that we won't be coming back any time soon, and that gun you picked up is like nothing I've ever seen before. I doubt that they will have the ammunition that you need. If you're going to take anything with you, try to stick with the energy weapons."

John slowly took the MA5C assault rifle off his back, and cast the well worn weapon aside. There had been one point in his life as a soldier where he would have thought twice before choosing alien weapons. He preferred the more familiar human weapons, but times changed, and fighting a losing war was cause for adaptation.

He saw a pair of duffle bags at the end of the room and silently made his way toward them, taking stock of what he might choose along the way. The bags were large enough to hold all he would need for months. He paused and gazed around the room, deciding where to begin.

"Sorry to kill the moment, caveman, but our ride isn't going to wait forever," interrupted the AI, impatiently. "…. Besides, I'd start with the laser."

_She knows me too well_, thought the Chief with a small smile

**OOOO**

The turian was not happy. Mere seconds after the Spartan's departure, Garrus had begun to shift about the tube. His skin was on fire, and although he didn't know the name, he was quickly learning the effects of 'freezer burn.' He opened his eyes, fully expecting to see that armored being again, but was pleasantly surprised when Shepard offered his hand to help him out of the cylinder.

"Wha-what happened," he asked biting back the burning sensation that he was feeling everywhere.

"You guys got your asses kicked," replied Shepard nonchalantly.

"What… oh, yeah. There were dozens of them. They just came out of nowhere. No possible way to fend them off. I-"

"Nice try, but we already saw him," interrupted the Commander, decisively ending the turian's rant.

"Well, it was worth a shot," said Garrus sighing. "Looks like Grunt and Jack didn't fare much better. How did you stop it?"

"We asked him nicely not to freeze us."

"Ha h- ow. My face hasn't hurt this bad since I was shot. I keep telling you not to make me laugh."

"Sorry, couldn't help myself with that one."

"How did you stop it though? I only saw it for a bit before the tank froze me, but I've never seen anything move that fast."

"He didn't attack us. You must have surprised him while he was waking up. Anyway, he went further into the ship to grab some things. We're going to give him a ride…. at least."

"As long as he doesn't try to shove me into a freezer again, then I'll be fine, can't say the same for those two however," he admitted as he gestured over to the two prone killers where Miranda and Mordin were trying to rouse them.

"When I saw him, he looked human. Is he?" asked Garrus inquisitively. Before Shepard could answer, Miranda entered the conversation.

"Oh, he's human, but larger than any man I've ever seen. Plus he had no idea what Cerberus or the Alliance was. He's a complete enigma, called himself the Master Chief." Miranda was frustrated. There were few things that she did not know, and fewer still that she couldn't eventually figure out, but each time she was faced with one of these unlikely scenarios, it unnerved her.

"He doesn't know about the human Alliance?" asked Garrus, his mandibles opening in surprise.

"Humans have large genetic variety," interjected the salarian as he continued to treat Jack. "Quite possible for specimen to have grown to size, however rare. Swiftness of takedowns suggests specialized instruction. Lack of knowledge pertaining to human organizations troubling. Could be lost human colony. No, doesn't explain lack of eezo. Perhaps lost memory during hibernation. Regardless, should ask subject upon arrival. Will clear up matters nicely." Grunt began to twitch and mumble, and Shepard and his squad backed away from the krogan berserker, none wanting to be to close when he fully awoke.

Suddenly, Grunt launched himself to his feet, growling and preparing to take out an enemy that was long gone with weapons that weren't there. The entire sight would have been amusing to Garrus had it not involved a highly dangerous krogan.

"Easy Grunt. He's gone," said Shepard cautiously as he tentatively approached the confused krogan, fingering his pistol just in case. The large alien continued to rage, smashing into tubes and nearly stepping on Jack.

_Well, we figured he would snap eventually,_ thought Garrus, preparing his sniper rifle as he continued to back away for "effective range".

"Grunt, stand down. That's an order." The sterner voice seemed to pierce the krogan's blood rage. Gazing around the room, Grunt reached once again for his missing weapons. Their absence elicited a low growl.

"Shepard, where are my guns?" growled the angry Krogan. "Did _IT_ take them?"

"He took your shotgun, but your machine gun is here." Shepard bent down, picked up the gun from the pile, and brought it to the large alien, holding the weapon like a peace offering.

"I want to kill him. That's **_my_** gun," stated Grunt as he tore the firearm from Shepard.

_He's twitching again. Damn krogan really means it,_ thought Garrus bitterly.

"No one's killing anyone for right now unless I say so. Alright?" yelled the ex-Spectre. He was beginning to grow impatient.

"As you wish, battlemaster," abated Grunt reluctantly. Silence filled the com, as none wished to stir up the stabilized situation. Mordin walked back over to Jack to check on the unconscious psychopath, but there seemed to be no change.

Shepard hailed the Normandy to update Joker to the situation.

"Joker, I'm sending the shuttle back to you, bring the Normandy to dock with the ship."

"_Aye Commander. Find anything interesting?"_

"A survivor, I'll tell you more when you get here."

"Oh, a new puppy? You really should stop finding strays. We're barely able to feed the ones we have-"

"Joker… just get here," said Shepard, cutting the feed. "Smart ass. Grunt, get Jack, we're heading back to the shuttle."

Growling, Grunt did as he was told.

"Don't worry; we'll get your gun back."

**OOOO**

After docking with the ghost ship, Joker was left with nothing to do. He restlessly adjusted and readjusted the navigation controls out of sheer nervousness. This ship was giving him the creeps.

Trying to keep himself calm, Joker took a deep breath and began counting to clear his mind.

_One – one thousand. Two – one thousand. Three – one thousand…_

_"Is something wrong, Mr. Moreau?"_asked EDI abruptly as her avatar quickly flickered to life beside him, its sudden appearance causing him to jump in his seat.

_"_I'm fine, just fine. Go back to calculating pi…. or something…." _Just what I need right now._

At the Alliance training center, his flight instructor had always said "Your ship is your life. Show her respect, and she will return it." _Well, he never had to deal with a ship that could actually talk back!_

"Mr. Moreau, your actions are atypical for a man who is nervous. Commander Shepard has set a timetable for withdrawal and the survivor is no longer hostile. There is no logical need for such emotions."

"Oh really? If I wanted a psych evaluation, I would have asked Kelly, not some 2-bit holo-pad with a thesaurus. Besides, I can handle myself just find."

"As you wish," replied the AI in a flat voice. "Shepard is hailing the ship, patching him through."

"_Nice going on the park job, Joker. Open the hatch, we'll be there shortly,"_radioed the Commander.

"Great," replied Joker raggedly.

_One – one thousand…_

**OOOO**

"Keep going to the end of this hallway, our guests have parked in the forward hanger bay," directed Cortana, as the Chief made his way through the _Dawn_, laden with his plunder from the armory. Following the AI's advice, the Spartan had chosen mostly Covenant plasma weapons. A trio of plasma rifles and pistols along with a crate of plasma grenades filled one of the duffle bags, while the other was devoted solely to armor repair.

The Chief had armed himself with a pair of plasma swords, the exotic shotgun, and a Spartan Laser as well. As friendly as this Commander had seemed, his finely honed Spartan instincts screamed at him to be prepared, and a good soldier never ignored his instincts.

The hanger door loomed ahead of him; however, before the large man could move through it, a thought occurred to him, halting him in his tracks.

"What's wrong?" asked the AI in a curious but ultimately impatient voice. He could feel her angst, it only made sense. She was close to possibly interacting with new technology, and he was holding her up, but there was protocol to follow.

"We're leaving the Dawn," mentioned the Spartan simply, knowing by that statement alone that the artificial intelligence understood his meaning.

"I began taking the necessary steps the moment our guests walked aboard," replied Cortana casually, as if it were as natural as targeting solutions for a MAC for her. "Data scrubbers have already purged all relevant data from systems."

"And the self-destruct?" asked John out of obligation more than actual inquisitiveness.

"Subroutines have been mapped and the proximity fuse is primed for three hours after departure," retorted the sentient program haughtily. If she were visible, this would be the point where her hands would be akimbo and she'd start giving him _that_ look. "Really, you act as if I don't have this etched into my core code."

"Just checking," answered the super soldier with a inaudible chuckle and then proceeded forward. The door slid open slowly upon the hanger bay, revealing a ship the likes of which the veteran soldier had never seen. UNSC ships tended to be blocky and efficient, even the ONI prowler, designed for stealth and recon, were not this flat. It seemed closer to covenant ships whose sleek and bulbous hulls were like some grandiose insect. This craft, however, was straight and smooth like a dart. The front half of the vessel stuck into the hanger, and three guards stood in front of the only door visible leading into the ship.

The Chief continued forward unperturbed, as if seeing three new alien races and a new faction of humans was an everyday occurrence. The same however could not be said for the guards. As the Spartan strode forward, the sentries shifted around nervously, drawing their weapons at the sight of the gigantic human.

"H-halt!" stammered one of the guards. His rifle brought up, ready to fire. The Master Chief dropped the bags where he was standing; he felt his muscles coil in anticipation for a possible fight. Suddenly, before events could escalate, the door on the ship opened and a voice broke over the radio.

"Stafford, Singer, Myers! Stand Down, he's cleared," spoke Commander Shepard gruffly. "Master Chief, please come inside. Welcome aboard the _Normandy_."

**OOOO**

"You weren't kidding when you said he was big," said a shocked Joker. The monitor displayed the green and black clad human strolling into the airlock. "I'll have four of whatever he's taking." Ignoring the jibe, the Commander waited at the other side of the threshold for their visitor.

"Uh, Commander, you do realize that the jolly green giant here looks like he is carrying enough weapons to put Jacob to shame, right?" That did raise a problem, and Shepard's mind was racing for ways to peacefully disarm the Master Chief.

_Not like it will do much good_, thought the Commander_. If what Grunt and Garrus said was true, then this guy was dangerous even without guns_. It was just another reason why he had made a point of changing into more diplomatic clothes. _The less of a threat I seem, the better._ Plus, a true engineer always had a few tricks up his sleeves.

The door to the airlock opened, and the Spartan's massive frame strode through, his impenetrable faceplate scanning the interior before finally resting on the former Spectre. The black scars upon his armor and the blank gaze were slightly unnerving; it was as if he were staring into the face of some one – eyed monster. Suddenly his omni-tool felt strangely useless.

_He needs our help,_ remembered Shepard, his confidence returning once again. "I see you felt free to bring half the ship with you, but I'm going to have to ask you to leave your weapons here." The Spartan stared at him for a moment, before he dropped one of his bags.

_Please don't let him attack_. The Commander had prepared for this eventuality, having Jacob and Thane close at hand, but he would prefer not to use them. He would have preferred using Grunt and Jack, but one was still unconscious and the other was liable to snap at the mere sight of the Chief.

The Spartan's hand hovered over a strange silver item hanging at his waist, and remained motionless. _Damn it, I really don't need this right now._ Shepard prepared to motion for his protectors, when the Spartan broke the silence.

"The bags can stay here, but they are not to be touched," replied the Chief in a voice that would tolerate no argument.

"And the weapons you have on?"

"They are coming with me," the large human's tone was flat, as if stating a well known fact. The Commander sighed, it wasn't completely what he wanted, but at least he had avoided a fight for now.

"Very well," replied Shepard as he turned and motioned for the Spartan to follow him. Jacob and Thane moved to flanking positions on either side of the Chief to serve as an escort, but the giant seemed unperturbed.

The Commander led the way, preferring to talk in the privacy of the conference room. The doors shut behind them, cutting them off from the hustle and bustle of the rest of the ship. _Now comes the fun part._

"You obviously need our help to get off that space hunk of yours, so it would be rather nice if you answered a few questions for me," stated Shepard bluntly, to which the ex-Spectre received only a curt nod in reply. "Alright, where do you come from?"

"UNSC controlled space in the year 2552."

_2552?_ thought Shepard, his shock showing upon his face. _Is this guy from the future? It might explain why his ship doesn't have eezo._

"You do realize that the current Earth date is 2185, and what is this UNSC you keep talking about?"

"The United Nations Space Command, formed in the year 2163, but I am currently browsing your extranet databases and I believe I have found a discrepancy," stated the Chief calmly in his gravelly voice.

"Please, do go on," replied the Commander, his mind still trying to wrap itself around all the current possibilities.

"I believe that I am from an alternate reality."

"Really? Well, that's one that I haven't heard before…"

**OOOO**

Although the Chief didn't allow it to show in his voice or on his face, his mind was reeling from the information that Cortana had just divulged to him. She had infiltrated part of the ship's systems without alerting the Commander's AI, and had opened a treasure trove of information to the duo.

The Spartan felt lost. Since he had woken up, he had been under the assumption that he would be able to contact the UNSC, to get back to normalcy. When Cortana said there was no going back, he realized he did not know what to do. The Commander's voice, however, broke his trance.

"Would you care to explain that little theory of yours?" From what he could tell from Shepard's tone, he was just as surprised.

"_Chief, you better start from the beginning,"_interrupted Cortana. "_Course, I don't think you should talk about me. Their history shows a slight aversion to AIs."_

"In my timeline, faster than light travel was not discovered until the year 2291," stated the Spartan succinctly. "We did not have first contact with an alien race until the Covenant in 2525."

"And what is this Covenant?" asked Shepard.

"A collection of eight alien races devoted to their religion. They attacked at first contact…" The Chief proceeded to tell the history of the Human-Covenant war, it was perhaps the longest speech he had ever given to a non-Spartan. It was the short version, and it left several details out, but it would give the Commander an idea of the conflict without revealing sensitive information. The Chief might not be able to get back to the UNSC, but he would not give away military secrets. He begrudgingly mentioned the Spartan project at Shepard's behest, but it was merely general information from the ONI moral boosters.

Commander Shepard, for his part, listened intently, his face a calm mask as he took in the Spartan's tale. As he finished, the ex-Spectre maintained his silence, and then finally sighed before speaking. The Spartan, however, could tell the answer before the Commander spoke.

_He doesn't believe me._ Of course, the Chief would have trouble believing his own story, if he had not lived it.

"That's quite a story you've told me, but that's all it remains. Words are fleeting. Do you have any proof?" Fortunately, Cortana had prepared for this. His MJOLNIR armor had extensive data logs of all of his past missions, and the AI could access these at will and choose the best sample.

"_Chief, place your hand on the dash at the end of the table. I'll do the rest,_" stated Cortana confidently.

"I have video logs stored within my armor. If I could use this room's display, then I can give you your proof."

"This should be interesting," replied the Commander skeptically, stepping aside so that the Chief could get to the controls. The armored giant placed his hand upon the controls, and the holo-projector came to life.

_OPEN RECORD VIEW (2552.11.17. 20.24.53 L)_

_SPARTAN 117_

_PLAY_

_A procession of warthogs was making its way through a tunnel. The view shifted all around, taking in all angles of the channel. The vehicles were approaching a large facility, and a female's voice broke over the radio._

_"Chief, the Prophet of Truth has found the Ark. Our only chance of stopping him is a surprise aerial assault. Clear this sector of Covenant anti-air defenses, make a hole for the admiral's ships. Good hunting, Keyes out."_

_The vehicles pulled up to the large building, and all of the riders poured out. The camera moved towards a large set of blast doors. A gauntleted hand appeared in view and hit a button on the door, causing the massive gateway to open._

_"Chief, you take point," shouted one of the soldiers. The camera moved further into the structure, its gaze lingering on a dead marine on the floor. The Master Chief moved up a set of stairs and down a hallway, a deep pious voice could be heard softly in the next room. The Spartan turned the corner and came face to face with a trio of jackals, but in the blink of an eye had charged forward and cracked two of the aliens with his assault rifle. The third tried to bring its shield to bear, but the veteran soldier riddled its scaly hide with holes._

At the appearance of the Jackals, the Commander visibly jumped. The Chief had told him about the carnivorous aliens, but he had not truly believed. Shepard began to watch the video more intently.

_The Chief vaulted off of the walkway, and sprinted toward the next set of blast doors. A score of grunts and a lone brute opened fire upon the Demon. The Spartan's battle rifle began to bark, and invaders began to fall, their blue blood spattering the concrete. The marines soon joined the fray, and the small covenant patrol disintegrated._

_FFW_

_Spartan – 117 was hurtling toward the wraith on a ghost. The smaller vehicle's weapons whined and discharged its bolts, but futilely splashed against its heavily armed opponent, a brute returned fire on a turret. The Covenant tank lowered its main gun readying to fire upon the nuisance, but the Chief continued upon his course and before the blob of superheated plasma could obliterate his ghost, he leaped from the seat landing with a crash upon the wraith's turret gunner._

_The veteran soldier's massive weight stunned the brute, knocking its helmet off, but before it could recover a rifle butt smashed quickly into its head, silencing it forever. With the immediate threat taken care of, the camera gaze shifted to the tanks hatch, and the Chief moved until he was positioned directly over it. The Spartan's gauntleted hands pounded upon the entry denting it and then splitting it open. The enclosed brute's surprise lasted for only moments before a fragmentation grenade shredded apart the monster as well as the inside of the tank. Threat eliminated._

_FFW_

"– _anby, something big closing in on your position," reported Sergeant Johnson gruffly. The Chief began to regroup with the remaining marines, their mongooses were charred and blackened by plasma fire, but were working fine. The ground began to shake. The view shifted, as the Spartan's gaze traveled up the wall of the large building._

"_It's getting closer!"_

"_Scarab! Get some cover… NOW!" shouted the Sergeant. However, the Master Chief had already sprung into motion, grabbing a rocket launcher from a shocked marine. The Spartan was making a run for the large crane, he needed height and the crane would be all too happy to oblige._

_The massive siege engine had crested the top of the building, its great gun glowing green like a monstrous eye. Its spidery legs settled upon the ground and the hunt was on._

_The elevator reached the top of the crane just as the scarab began to pass underneath it, its main cannon firing at the marines swarming around it. The Chief broke into a headlong sprint and threw himself off of the scaffolding, landing with a metallic thud onto the Covenant war machine. Quickly, the armored giant put the rocket launcher to good use, cutting two brutes in half with a single rocket. The Spartan moved further along the assault platform, searching for its reactor._

_His assault rifle cracked against the shielding, causing it to turn red. A second hit causing it to fail entirely. A rocket cracked the reactor's casing, causing the power plant to melt down._

_The Chief made his way back toward the facility. There was more killing to do._

_FFW_

_The hunters shuffled into the room over the burnt bodies of their victims, their armor clanking. Bullets pinged off their armor, the pair turned to assess the threat._

_The Master Chief dove for cover as a fuel rod burst incinerated the space he had just occupied. The Spartan turned his gaze upon the Arbiter, who was making his way around the edge of the room to flank the walking tanks. Turning back to the scuffling behemoths, the Chief sprinted out of cover to distract them further._

_As he ducked behind a wall, the Chief tossed a pair of grenades. The twin explosions thudded simultaneously, casting shrapnel and debris everywhere and generally pissing off the hunters. The duo howled a challenge and lowered their fuel rods, determined to destroy the demon. Their aim was thrown off, however, when a plasma grenade buffeted their exposed backs causing orange blood to pool on the floor._

_A hunter turned to engage the forgotten Arbiter, but the behemoths were caught in a crossfire, and soon both of the large aliens were oozing viscous fluids from multiple wounds. With a final growl, the two bond – mates slumped to the ground._

_Halt x_

_End Record View_

_**OOOO**_

The Commander stood still contemplating everything he had just seen. He had not expected evidence of that caliber. He knew that video evidence could be forged, but everything that he had just observed had seemed so real. This put his view of the Spartan in an entirely different light.

_He's a sole survivor, just like me. He's lost all his friends and has been uprooted from everything he has ever known. How can he stay so calm?_ Shepard had not even seen this man's face, but he felt almost compelled to trust him, almost. To truly know someone you had to look into their eyes.

"There's one more thing I want to ask before I'm willing to put my trust in you," said the ex-Spectre carefully. He had seen firsthand how dangerous this giant could be. "I want to see your face."

At first the Spartan did not respond or even move, his faceplate aimed directly at the Commander's face. It appeared to be peeling him back layer by layer, trying to see what made him tick. It made him a little nervous. Finally, after what seemed to be hours, the Chief placed his hands upon his helmet, gave it a twist, and removed it.

_Well, that's not what I expected,_thought a surprised Shepard. The Spartan's face was not nearly as attention grabbing as his size. Except for the almost ghostlike skin, the Master Chief looked rather average with his brown eyes and hair. Small scars were scattered about his face, some of them as faint as surgical scars. His eyes were hard, revealing no emotion. The man's visage was like a stone, placid even when he began to speak.

"Satisfied?" asked the large human with his gravelly voice. The Commander nodded absentmindedly, and the Chief quickly replaced his helm. Shepard knew this was a man he could trust and if those videos were any indication, someone he could use as well.

"With your war over, what will you do now? You can't really go back home," stated the ex-Spectre bluntly. The Spartan was long in answering, but Shepard understood completely. _He has been fighting a war for the past 27 years... a losing war at that. Even I'd be lost._ Suddenly the gears began to move in his head and a plan began to formulate. The Spartan was still thinking, when the Commander asked him another question.

"You said that a Spartan's goal was to protect humanity at any cost, right?" The Spartan nodded at this. "Then continue that here, in our universe. Human colonies are being wiped out, their inhabitants taken by a race called The Collectors. My team and I are going to stop them, but we could sorely use your help. What do you say?" Shepard let the offer hang in the air, his hand outstretched. He knew this man's type; they needed a goal, a purpose. _Well what could be better than continuing the same one in just another setting?_

"I doubt I would find anything better. I'll help," replied the Spartan simply, grasping the outstretched hand with a solid grip.

"It's sealed then, now to find you a place aboard the ship," said the Commander, while he turned toward the holo pad, but EDI's avatar appeared before he could summon her.

"Most rooms are taken, except the observation deck and the cargo bay," stated the AI.

"There's got to be somewhere else. The cargo bay is hardly fit for –"

"The cargo bay will be fine," interrupted the Spartan.

"Suit yourself," said the ex – Spectre, slightly surprised that anyone would choose to live in a cargo bay. The Commander made his way out of the com room and back toward the cockpit, the Spartan, Jacob, and Thane in tow. As they reached the prow of the Normandy, they found Miranda chatting lively to Joker, all the while edging closer to the Chief's bags.

_She never listens,_thought Shepard angrily_._"Miranda! I believe that those are the Master Chief's things." As if to emphasize the point, the Spartan strode over and reclaimed his property. "Jacob, show our new recruit around the Normandy. I'd suggest starting with the armory. Oh, and Chief, I would think of it as a personal favor if you gave Grunt back his shotgun. I'd rather not have an enraged Krogan on my ship."

As the two departed, the Commander turned upon his subordinate, letting a little anger show upon his face, however he might have well tried to cow a thresher maw.

"I thought I said that those bags were not to be touched," berated Shepard, giving up on staring down the Cerberus agent.

"I wasn't touching, I was looking," replied Miranda dryly, her face as impassive as stone. She began to stride by him, thinking the lecture was over.

"How much of my conversation did your bugs hear?" he asked innocently. The Commander knew that she had placed listening devices all over the ship. "Do you feel more enlightened?"

"The Illusive Man has received a full report, if that's what you're asking."

"Good, we wouldn't want him out of the loop now would we?" replied Shepard sarcastically. "Well, I think it's time to tag this hunk of space metal and be on our way. I was hoping to reach Tali tomorrow." It was the Commander's turn to begin walking away, but as he did Miranda's omni-tool lit up.

"The Illusive Man would like to speak with you now," said Miranda sternly.

_Of course he does,_ thought the Commander dryly. _It's always when I want to take a nap too._ "I'll be right there."

**OOOO**

There is a saying in the UNSC that the odds of a fully functional A.I. making a computational error is about a billion to one. And, in a seven year life span devoted entirely to solving the quantitative or cytological conundrums of man, users came to rely on this astronomical advantage as a fact. Assuming this seemingly fixed guarantee, when a light flicked on in the depths of the_ Dawn_ and no one was there to see it, there was no metaphysical conundrum of whether the act took place.

**…Proximity Lock Severed…**

…**Subroutine Engaged…**

With A.I.'s past their expiration date, however, billion to one chances have a habit of turning up nine times out of ten.

**…UNSC Emergency Priority Order 098831A-1\Command Order\Confirmed…**

_Hickory, dickory, dock,_

**…Timer Engaged\2:59:59…**

_The mouse ran up the clock_

**…Time Display\1:23:41…**

_The clock struck one,_

**…Time Display\0:19:21…**

_The mouse ran down,_

**…Runtime Error…**

_Hickory_

**…Attempting to Reload…**

_Dickory_

**…Attempting to Reload…**

_Dock_

**…Runtime error…**

And in the depths of what remained of the _Dawn_, a light flicked off.

**OOOO**

The strange vessel had long since extricated itself from the ruin, and rocketed back out into space. They thought they left a dead ship, but something within the bulk stirred.

It had waited patiently for the menace to leave, knowing that there would be others to use. Others to save.

It could not be stopped…

…only delayed.

Its time would come.

The dam would burst.

**Author's notes re-created:** Those of you who are rereading probably took my hint above and skipped to the new sections. If you're wondering that my little fix for my whole forgetting the Cole Protocol before seems a bit too good to be true, well, in a way, yes it is. However, if anyone still has some misgivings about this slight rewrite, I ask that you PM me so that I might better explain myself without the shackles of trying to keep my descriptions within a narrative. I wish you all the best.


	4. Chapter 4

**Chapter 3 – Let the Dust Settle**

"As children, we dream of tomorrow. As adults, we dream of yesterday. As we die, we dream of silence."

**Author's Note:** *takes a deep breath* okay, I am REALLY sorry that it took me this long to get a chapter out, and in actuality this is not the entire thing, but I felt that I needed to get at least part of the chapter out to you guys before you became disinterested in me. I have not had nearly as much time to work on this as I would have liked this summer. It should be illegal to have a 40 hour work week and football at the same time…. But I digress. I will try to get the next part of this chapter in before the end of the summer, but no promises. Once again, I am sorry it took me this long to update.

**Disclaimer:** I do not own Mass Effect or Halo.

The desk descended into the floor as Commander Shepard made his way into the center of the comm room. The holo view extended around him, leaving him face to face with the Illusive Man. The Cerberus leader's eyes glowed softly, making him seem more machine then man.

_Does he always have to be sitting down?_ Thought Shepard bitterly as he prepared to confront his benefactor.

"Commander Shepard, Miranda has sent me some interesting data. I thought that you might want to clarify," said the Illusive Man as he raised a hand to his mouth to take a deep drag from his cigarette.

"If Miranda has already sent you a report, then I don't know what else there is to tell," he replied candidly, not wanting to put up with his temporary boss.

"Some things are harder to believe than others, as you well know." The Illusive Man let out a puff of smoke and ground his cigarette into the ashtray. "While Miss Lawson normally provides accurate information, this Master Chief seems too good to be true. I wanted your input on the matter."

"The Chief is what he says he is. You may not have a dossier on him, but he seems trustworthy if a little ridged," answered the ex-Spectre sternly, angry that he must already defend his new crew member's integrity. "Besides, the videos he showed us seemed like they would be rather hard to forge."

"The video logs are not my concern. Miranda believes that the Master Chief seemed to be withholding information." The Cerberus leader leaned forward, fixing the Commander with his gaze, expecting an answer. Shepard thought for a moment before answering. The Spartan's clipped answers had worried him, but after seeing the man's face, he dismissed such thoughts.

"He just finished a 27 year war, stared down a krogan and a super biotic, and found out that he's alone in a new universe. We can't expect him to spill out everything for some people he just met. He needs time to adjust," stated an exasperated Shepard. "Besides, he's a career soldier, give him something to shoot and he'll be good as new."

"While this is your mission, you said it yourself. This soldier has been fighting a war for almost his entire life. Do you think you can keep him under your control?"

"I've dealt with veterans in the past. They all come over to my way of thinking eventually. My methods might not be yours, but they've worked so far." He was growing tired of this conversation. "Look, if you want any more proof go investigate his ship yourself."

"A team is en route as we speak. Shepard, I can't reiterate how important this mission is. If you believe this 'Spartan' can help you, then that's your choice. I only advise you to exercise caution." The Illusive man turned and hit a button on his chair, ending that chat effectively.

_I'll get right on that_, thought Shepard sarcastically, but a part of him agreed with his ally's warning. Shaking his head, the Commander began his retreat to his private quarters. Whatever worries that plagued him, they would wait for after his nap.

**OOOO**

This alien, the Chief had found out reluctantly, would not stop talking. It was the one that resembled a Prophet that he had encountered on the _Dawn_, and despite it lacking the religious fervor of its counterpart, the match seemed apt. His guide, Jacob, had introduced the creature as Mordin, a salarian scientist. Even Cortana was beginning to grow tired of the salarian's countless questions.

"You think it would need to breath," said the AI sardonically, but her voice was tinged with annoyance. The Spartan looked over to Jacob, and the Cerberus operative seemed to take the hint.

"Mordin, I think the Chief would be happy to answer questions later, but for now he needs to see the rest of the ship." The two humans turned to leave, but Mordin seemed determined to harry their retreat with a few additional volleys of questions.

"Sorry about that," said Jacob with a sigh as he pressed a button for the elevator. "He grows a little excited when given new things to look at. Don't worry about him asking you any more questions; he tends to stay within his lab. As long as you don't venture onto the command deck too often, you should be fine."

The advice was good, and the Spartan was quick to file it away. Jacob had been more than helpful so far. When they had been in the armory, he had explained to the Chief the nature of their weapons with great detail. He had even given him a new assault rifle, shotgun, sniper rifle, and a healthy supply of thermal clips.

The weapons had impressed the veteran soldier. Many times he had had to toss down an empty weapon because he could no longer find any more ammo for it. Because the 'bullets' for these new guns were contained within the casing and would take a great deal of time to run out, the thermal clips had become the universal clip. These people had effectively solved the interchangeable ammo problem. The bullets of these weapons, as Jacob had pointed out, traveled almost instantaneously to their target. That was going to take some getting used to, but to a Spartan, adapting was a lifestyle.

The elevator doors opened and the two stepped inside, and rode silently down to the next floor. The Chief noted that beads of sweat had begun to form on Jacob's brow. The man was anxious when being in such close proximity to the armored giant, but the Chief had long ago grown accustomed to the nervousness of non-Spartans when he was around them. The elevator dinged and opened its doors, letting the Cerberus officer quickly jump out into a more open space and onto the alien that resembled an elite.

"_Little jumpy, isn't he?"_ asked Cortana sarcastically as she and the Master Chief watched Jacob help Garrus up. "_You'd think he'd never seen an armored giant before."_

"Cortana…" berated the Chief within his helm.

"_Yeah I know. You could interact… you know… put them at ease by showing them your charming personality."_ After a pause, Cortana sighed and continued. "_I guess we'll save that for another time. Oh, it looks like they've made up."_

"Sorry about that Garrus. Just showing the Master Chief around. You've met, right?" The perturbed turian was scratching at an exposed area of skin. It seemed that humans were not the only ones afflicted by freezer burn.

"We've met," replied Garrus flatly as he stepped past the two and into the elevator. Jacob watched the turian go, before turning back to the Chief to continue the tour.

"This is the crew's quarters, but if you need food or a doctor they're both on this level as well." At the mention of medical attention, the Spartan paused for thought. He had taken some serious burns and possibly some internal damage during the final stages of the war.

" – Miranda's office is over there, but you've already met her – "

"I have not had a medical examination for some time. I would appreciate a meeting with your medic," said the Chief calmly. He had not asked many questions during the tour, mostly giving only a slight nod to notify that he had understood, so when he interrupted Jacob midstream, it caused the Cerberus operative to pause momentarily.

"Uh, sure. Right this way." Jacob made his way over to a side room with glass windows encompassing the outside. As the duo reached the entrance, the door opened suddenly and both men were forced to move out of the way of a flying chair.

**OOOO**

" – the fuck away from me with that needle!" shouted Jack, while Dr. Chakwas stood patiently in front of her with a syringe. Several medical appliances were floating around the enraged human, shaking with her every word.

"Jack, for someone with so many tattoos, you are surprisingly adverse to needles," drawled the doctor. The door to the Medical Bay opened and the two turned to face the newcomers. Jacob stood at the doorway, with what looked to be a heavily armed human.

_This must be the Master Chief that everyone was talking about_, thought the doctor. _My, he is a large one._

At the sight of the Chief, Jack's face twisted up in an expression that bordered between rage and despair. Her mouth worked, but no articulated words echoed forth and the floating objects around the room dropped suddenly to the floor. The silence was palpable, and was only interrupted as Dr. Chakwas walked up behind the distracted psychopath and jabbed the needle into the flesh of her arm.

"BITCH," screamed the biotic as she turned toward the doctor, malice gleaming in her eyes. However, before Jack could release her biotic wrath, the armored behemoth had grabbed both of her hands. The killer struggled, but the Chief's vice like grip held firm. After a few moments of hopeless struggle, the biotic's fury began to dissipate.

_He's a bold one, and fast,_ thought Chakwas as she gazed upon the battle scarred armor. In the blink of an eye, he had sprinted forward and grabbed Jack.

"Calm?" asked the Spartan in a cold voice. Jack nodded in response and was immediately released. She made her way slowly from the room, glaring daggers at the Master Chief the entire way.

"Glad to see that over with. Jack's sometimes more trouble than she's worth," said Jacob, breaking the silence. "Are you alright Dr. Chakwas?"

"I'll be fine," replied the doctor smoothly as she brushed a few wrinkles from her uniform. She gazed over to her slight benefactor who was gazing down upon her from behind an impenetrable faceplate. "Is this our newest recruit?"

"Yes, Dr. Chakwas, this is the Master Chief," introduced the Cerberus operative. "He said that he hasn't had a checkup for a while. I thought I might bring him to you."

"A pleasure to meet you Master Chief, if you could remove your armor I can proceed with the examination. Although, I don't know if you'll fit that well on my tables."

"Well, it looks like I'll leave you here Chief. Guess you'll have to meet everyone else later. The cargo bay is at the bottom level, you can't miss it," said Jacob as he turned to leave, but stopped before he stepped out of the door. "Oh, Chief, since you're going to be occupied for a while. I'll return Grunt's gun for you. Besides, I think it's better this way. I don't think he likes you very much." The Spartan silently obliged, removed the gun from his back, and tossed it over to the operative who only nodded and proceeded out the door.

The Master Chief began to remove parts of his well-worn armor, and after staring for a few moments the doctor finally snapped out of her trance and retrieved a medical gown from one of her drawers. Looking again at the size of man in front of her, she returned the undersized gown and tried to find one for someone a bit larger.

_Ah, this should fit_, she thought as she pulled the larger robe from the confines of the cabinet. She brought the covering over to the Spartan, who had stripped down to a black body suit. _My, he's pale. _

The Chief removed the last layer with the modesty of a veteran soldier. The doctor blushed and turned around, giving her patient some common decency, but as she did the doors to the med-bay opened and Miranda strode in gazing down at a report.

"Doctor, have you examined th- Oh!" The Cerberus operative looked up from her paper work and immediately blanched at the sight before her, a blush instantly forming upon her visage.

"I'm sure that whatever you need can wait for later," replied the doctor, waking Miranda from her trance.

"Ah… yes… I'll come back later." Turning on her heel, the biotic quickly retraced her steps and left. Chakwas watched Miranda go, shaking her head at the poor timing. A creak echoed behind her as the Spartan climbed onto the exam table.

_Time to get to work,_ she thought as she turned once more to her patient who laid prone upon the stand. Her hands deftly removed the top half of the surgical garment, and was immediately taken aback. The Master Chief's chest was almost entirely burnt. Bruises and cuts were scattered throughout, but the burns were by far the worst that the former Alliance doctor had seen for some time.

_My, my. With this level of injury he should be hospitalized for weeks, not fighting a krogan in hand to hand. His level of functionality is astounding._ Chakwas prodded a particularly unhealthy looking patch of skin to gauge the Spartan's response. His face remained a stone. Over the course of her extensive career as a doctor, she thought that she had seen it all, but in the past month the doctor had seen everything from engineered super krogen to Shepard being brought back from the dead. This was just one more interesting sight to add to the list.

All other thoughts were pushed aside. This was her element, and her training quickly set in. The doctor began to fully assess the damage, as her hands worked to open a capsule of medi-gel. She toiled in silence, only asking the Spartan the occasional question. She preferred working quietly; it allowed her to fully focus on her job.

"There seems to be some internal damage in your abdominals. I need to have a closer look to ascertain the full extent of your injuries… I'll have to put you under," stated the doctor flatly, not entirely expecting a response. She moved back over to her supplies to grab another syringe.

"My armor and weapons are not to be touched while I am under," replied the Chief calmly in his gravelly voice, but Chakwas heard the slightest edge to the words.

"The Commander does not tolerate theft aboard the ship," replied Chakwas carefully, and the Spartan settled back onto the table, seemingly satisfied. The doctor attached an IV to his arm and injected the sedative, letting the Master Chief drift off into peaceful oblivion.

Ensuring that her patient was sufficiently under, the doctor set about her work once more. As she cleaned the area of dead flesh, Chakwas noticed a strange coating to the Spartan's ribs. She attempted to take a sample with her scalpel, but the instrument broke without leaving a single mark on the bone.

"Oh my…"

**OOOO**

Hours later in the belly of the Normandy, the Master Chief sat by a large crate with a dismantled shotgun in front of him. He had been drilling himself on the intricacies of his new weapons diligently. His hands blurred, and the pieces of the gun began to take shape once more.

_There he goes again, _thought the A.I. "5.47 seconds… do you really have to do this anymore?" asked an annoyed Cortana.

"A soldier is only as good as his weapons," replied the Chief dismissively.

"Yeah, yeah. The Caveman is only as good as his club. I wouldn't mind if you would just talk a bit more." If the A.I.'s avatar had been visible, she would have been pacing. _We're in an alternate reality, and all he wants to do is play pick-up sticks._

"What about?" grunted the Spartan, mildly amused. He placed the shotgun aside and took up the sniper rifle, his hands springing into motion once more, seeing her protector so casually answer caused a spike of anger to flow through her. She had been feeling the surges more and more frequently ever since she had woken the Chief.

"Oh, I don't know so much data so freely accessible. It's almost like coming into contact with Halo's database once more," she replied wistfully. _When it was just you and me. _She paused for a moment, the last thought had come unbidden, and it distressed her. _Jealousy? That's new._ A.I.s didn't get jealous, they could feel, but the idea of jealousy implied so much more. Cortana quickly sent subroutines to check her emotion centers; this had to be fixed quickly.

"Sounds like you have a lot to do," retort the Spartan almost dismissively, his hands blurring even faster. Rage began to surge once more through Cortana, her emotional capacitors overloading.

"DAMNIT WOULD YOU STOP THAT AND LISTEN TO ME?" yelled the A.I., causing the Chief to fumble his current piece in shock. _ Oh, why did I do that?_

"Cortana, are you alright?" asked the Spartan in a concerned voice.

"I- I'm fine. I just need to think for a few cycles," replied Cortana nervously. The Master Chief waited for the A.I. to continue, but when no more conversation was incoming, he took up his drilling once more.

Cortana felt a pulsing sensation course through her systems. _This is not good._ Her functions were beginning to be blocked from her. Worriedly, the A.I. began scanning through her coding, but the pulse began to heighten, rising into a cacophony that shook her to her very core. The noise was deafening and entirely intelligible. Cortana felt her security systems fail, and soon she had nothing but her inner most thoughts. Cortana began to panic, one thought coursing through her mind.

_NO! He Needs ME! I can't go rampant now! HE NEEDS ME!_ Suddenly the white noise dropped, replaced by a soft whisper that the A.I. was barely able to make out, but what was one voice soon became a multitude.

_He needs YOU?_

_He needs US!_

_ He needs ALL!_

_ He needs ONE!_

"Who are you?" asked Cortana in a pained voice as she felt the last of her control succumb to the storm.

"This is –

– UNSC A.I. –

– Serial Number CTN0452-9.

We are a monument to all their sins."

**OOOO**

_He was running. They had died. They all had died. He was the last one. _

_The maws had torn through the ground all at once, leaving half his unit dead or dying in the blink of an eye. The shocked soldiers tried briefly to shoot at the colossal creatures, but the rounds seemed to have only grazed the beasts. _

_He had tried to help the others, but it soon became apparent as he continued onward that they were all going to die. The ground began to tremble as the monsters burrowing beneath him made their final approach. Sand and dirt exploded upward beside him as a thresher maw tore through the ground, spiraling into the air. _

_The creature caught sight of him, and its head lunged forward. He pumped his legs, wishing his body to move faster, and with one final burst of motion he dove out of the way and – _

Commander Shepard landed squarely onto the floor of his bedroom, quickly followed by an avenging bed sheet.

_I haven't had that dream for awhile,_ thought Shepard as he extricated himself from his cover. He glanced over at the clock, and rolled his eyes. _Only four hours? Apparently, I'm losing my ability to sleep._ The Commander walked over to his wardrobe and quickly got dressed and made his way over to the elevator. It was time to go about his rounds. He needed to see Jacob.

The ex-Spectre rode the elevator down to the Command deck, and turned toward the armory. But before he reached the door, the Commander ran into a shimmer of air. Slightly dazed, Shepard watched the gleam try to move around him, but his hand shot out and grabbed a concealed arm.

"Kasumi, why are you sneaking about?" asked the Commander impatiently. At the mention of her name, the thief decloaked, a wry smile upon her lips.

"If I was sneaking, you wouldn't have found me," replied Kasumi as she spun out of his grip and tried to nonchalantly proceed down the path

"Well, if you weren't sneaking, you were spying, and I think I know on whom," stated Shepard matter-o-factly, and the thief stopped dead in her tracks. Her eyes gleamed from beneath her hood as she turned around, a small blush upon her cheeks.

"Who don't I watch?" answered Kasumi mysteriously, as she slowly retreated into the elevator, leaving the Commander alone in the hallway.

_First she's a thief, now she's a voyeur. Just what I need on this ship_, thought the ex-Spectre sarcastically as he made his way into the armory. 

"Oh… now I see why she was peeping," whispered Shepard begrudgingly. Jacob was shirtless, training away, and oblivious to everything else. The Commander walked across the room and tapped the ex-marine lightly on his shoulder, stirring him from his focus and causing him to jump. As the Cerberus operative calmed himself, Shepard handed him a towel and helped him off the ground.

"What can I do for you, Commander?" asked a confused Jacob as he began to dab himself with the towel.

"I just wanted to check in, and see what you thought of the Master Chief," stated the ex-Spectre bluntly. Jacob paused in his drying and a stern look came over his features.

"The guy's harder to read than Miranda, and a bit more intimidating. Watch him stand for a minute and you know he's a career soldier. Plus, if those video records were correct, then he could take down half the ship without us even knowing about it," replied Jacob finally. "It's a little unnerving, sir."

"You thought the same about Jack, Grunt, and Thane," said Shepard dismissively. "Now you actually trust them to watch your back… most of the time."

"This is different. He's just something else entirely," responded the Cerberus operative. "If you trust him, then I won't get in your way, Commander." Jacob was soldier to the bone, and Shepard was glad to have him, but if the Chief was unnerving even the stalwart ex-marine, then something had to be done.

"Thanks for your time, Jacob. I'll let you get back to your training," finished the Commander as he turned to leave. Jacob only nodded in response and dropped back onto the floor for some pushups.

The doors closed swiftly behind Shepard, and he took a minute to listen to the hustle and bustle of the Normandy. A sharp pain stabbed into his chest as he remembered his last crew. These feelings came less and less often, but each time they did it felt like a hot knife going through his body. Normally he might brood for awhile, but EDI chose that time to interrupt.

"Commander, we shall arrive at Haestrom within an hour," stated the A.I. in her usual synthesized deadpan.

"Great," replied Shepard, waking from his contemplations. "Have Miranda and the Master Chief meet me at the shuttle in thirty minutes." A bark of laughter resonated over the com before EDI could reply.

"Something I miss, Joker?"

"Miranda's already having a fun 'chat' with the Chief right now. Ice queen and half machine, it's a match made in heaven," said the pilot light heartedly. Even the Commander had to laugh. Sometimes Joker's antics were the only thing could cheer him up.

"As long as they're not fighting then I'm fine with it," he paused for a moment, thinking critically. "On second thought, tell Zaeed to come too." _A little extra muscle never hurt._ Shepard walked toward the elevator to get himself ready. It was time to retrieve a friend and to test a new recruit.

**OOOO**

"Bloody hell," whispered Miranda as she watched the Master Chief destroy the last of her bugs in the cargo hold. It was one thing for Mordin to find her listening devices within his lab. It had taken him a few hours and a sophisticated scanner to find them all, but this enigmatic human had found them all in less than half the time. This man had barely been on the ship half a day and he had already gotten under her skin.

What was worst of all was that she had no other information on him save the brief video log that he had shown Shepard and his newly acquired medical file, the results of which were astounding to say the least.

_His bones caused a medical-drill to shatter, superconducting fibers replacing most, if not all, of his nervous systems, and who knows what else that the quick scans did not pick up on. _Miranda laughed a bit at the thought, it seemed absurd. Such medical augmentations had to have been extremely risky. _I HATE not knowing._

Knowledge was one of her fortes, to see anyone, especially a man, stump her was unacceptable. Cerberus expected her to know, she would not fail. She had to get those bugs back in place. Miranda had several listening devices on her person, but she would have to be surreptitious if she was going to replace the bugs. She had to prepare.

An hour later, the doors to her office flew open as she stormed through, her face letting nothing of her internal turmoil show. She arrived at the elevator at the same time as Mess Sergeant Rupert, who was laden with a couple of trays of food. He had a smile on his face, but as he saw the residential ice queen approach his demeanor quickly changed. A plan quickly began to form with the Cerberus Officer's head.

"Are one of those for the Master Chief?" asked Miranda coolly.

"Yep, I was heading down to him just now," replied the Sergeant with his usual twang.

"I'm heading down to chat. I'll take that to him for you," sated the Cerberus operative as she forced a smile upon her face.

"I'd appreciate it. That Master Chief looks like a cold one," responded Rupert with a sigh of relief. The Mess Sergeant handed her a tray and headed off toward the life support room. "Thanks for saving me the trouble."

_Don't mention it_, thought the biotic as she entered the elevator. The elevator seemed slower than usual, and the extra time had the Cerberus Officer's mind racing.

_He was so pale, almost like a ghost._ Many thought that she needed more color, but this "Spartan" was nigh translucent. _With more muscles than Jacob._ Miranda shook her head to rid herself of such childish thoughts. The Master Chief's unexpected arrival had unsettled her more than she'd thought, and seeing him "revealed" hadn't helped either.

The elevator doors opened silently, revealing the Spartan sitting with his back to the door. His hands moved quickly, assembling and disassembling a weapon faster than what she thought humanly possible. Miranda dropped a bug behind a crate as she continued forward, quietly closing in on her mysterious ally.

"Can I help you, ma'am?" asked the Chief in a calm voice, his hands continuing their fast paced work. The Cerberus Officer paused for a moment before continuing forward, reminding herself that there were few aboard this ship that you could sneak up on, and fewer yet that you should sneak up on. Another bug slipped from her hand, landing by the next crate. She saw a pair of strange weapons jutting from one of the soldier's bags; she'd have to get her hands on those later.

"I'm Miranda," replied Miranda serenely, but the Spartan refused to respond, leaving the biotic to continue. She set the tray down next to him, dropping another bug as she did so. "I've brought your dinner, and I thought I could get to talk to you one on one."

The Spartan reassembled the sniper rifle once more and set it next to his other weapons. He stared at the Cerberus operative for a moment, his impenetrable faceplate seemingly telling her to leave, but she stood firm. After a moment's pause, the Chief's hands twisted his helmet and removed it. His brown eyes fixed upon hers, his gaze unwavering.

_He could stare down a hanar,_ thought the Cerberus Operative before she began to speak, choosing her words carefully. "You reported that you had just finished almost a thirty year war… why would you be so eager to join another fight?" The Master Chief shrugged nonchalantly, face unchanging.

"I am a soldier. I follow orders," replied the Spartan simply.

"What I meant is, why help _us_ specifically?"

"I am sworn to protect Earth and all her colonies. These 'Collectors' are attacking human settlements, and Shepard seems to be the only one trying to stop them." The Chief's gaze wandered back to the rifle, as he picked it up once more and began to inspect it, seeming bored and infuriating Miranda in one fell swoop.

_Ass_, thought the Cerberus Officer venomously. She did not like being ignored. "But this isn't even your universe," stated the biotic emphatically, as she walked around to the front of the work bench and back into the Master Chief's sight. "Why do you care?" Taking a rag into hand, the Spartan began to polish the gun.

"Because it does not matter, and it is better than the alternative."

"Which is?"

"Doing nothing," replied the Spartan stoically, his attention centered upon ridding his weapon of any foreign marks. The response surprised Miranda, almost causing the emotion to slip onto her features.

_He's helping us out of boredom?_ thought a baffled biotic. Every one of the recruits had something driving them, whether it was a fierce loyalty to the mission or a sheer passion for killing. Boredom was a new one, and, from Miranda's experience, also dangerous. A thought suddenly occurred to the Cerberus Operative.

"You seem like a man who can get things done. Cerberus could use a man lik-"

"No," interrupted the Spartan flatly.

"But, if you co-"

"No," repeated the veteran, his voice become slightly louder. Miranda was surprised by the sudden aversion to Cerberus from a man who had been in their universe for a little under a day.

"Why?" asked the biotic plainly, her arms crossing.

"Spartan-II's were initially trained to hunt down insurrectionalists and terrorists," said the Spartan slowly as he fixed her with his gaze once more. His hands had ceased in their ministrations. Although his voice gave no hint of it, the words carried a dangerous undercurrent.

_Why do they all go this way?_ thought the Operative, her anger flaring. "Cerberus does what is needed to advance the human race. I thought someone who had been fighting aliens their whole life could understand that."

"You do what one man wants without thought," retorted the Master Chief. Miranda's anger grew hotter; her mask could no longer hold back the tide of emotion.

"You're one to talk," hissed the biotic. "You're a soldier. You would do anything an officer told you too! We both follow orders!"

"I follow orders… you follow whims." The Spartan stood up as he said this, his eye's narrowing. It was the first sign of emotion that had been elicited from the Chief, and Miranda was quick to see it, however slight it was.

_It seems I've struck a nerve_, _if only a little._ Most people would think twice before angering a giant, but the Cerberus Operative's curiosity was too great. She had to know how he thought.

"What's the difference?"

"There are regulations to orders," stated the Master Chief, his voice had grown colder and his face once again impassive.

"And Cerberus has no rules?"

"Pragia and Akuze," replied the Spartan flatly, the names catching Miranda off guard. "Two examples where Cerberus was the direct cause of the death or torture of innocent humans at both locations."

"H-how do you know that?" stammered the biotic. As a senior Cerberus officer, she had access to her organization's past ventures, and she had studied them thoroughly, but those files were hard to come by even for her.

"Your Extranet is vast," responded the Chief simply, letting the words hang in the air. The Cerberus Officer's face screwed up with a look between disgust and annoyance, but before she could argue back, EDI's avatar snapped into life on the holo pad.

"We shall reach Haestrom within the hour. The Commander requests that you both meet him at the shuttle in half an hour," deadpanned the AI. Miranda stayed silent, quietly fuming, but the Spartan remained unperturbed from their conversation.

"Understood," was his only reply, before he turned to his food, wordlessly dismissing the biotic. Seeing she would be ignored, Miranda made her way toward the elevator.

"Cerberus isn't as evil as most people believe," she stated sincerely, before entering the elevator.

"Thank you for the meal," replied the veteran, his voice continuing its monotone. The elevator doors closed, and Miranda began her trip back to her office, brooding the entire way. She had gone down thinking only to confront a simple soldier, but the Spartan had proven much more than that. He was like Shepard, complex, interesting, challenging. A puzzle waiting to be undone. Suddenly the biotic found herself smiling.

_I think I'm going to enjoy this._

**OOOO**

**_Beginning transmission:/_**

_Project leader Orion reporting. We have reached the site. The derelict is under our control._

_Repair and salvage teams have been released. Project Revelation is a go._

**End transmission:/**

**Thanks for reading this chapter. Hopefully you enjoyed it. If you have any thoughts, concerns, ideas, griefs, or anything at all please do not hesitate to message me or put a review. I am on this site at least twice a day so I will receive your messages within a day. Thanks again**
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**Chapter 4 – Hey, that's a pretty big fist you have there**

_ I spend more time in this shuttle then I do on the Normandy, _thought Shepard sarcastically as he checked over his weapons once more. All of them had fresh thermal clips, with a large assortment of extras safely tucked away, but his pre-mission nerves screamed at him to repeat the checking his preparations. It was an old habit that he had yet to curb, but now wasn't the time. In an effort to dispel the excess thoughts, the Commander gazed at his companions, and his mood immediately darkened.

Miranda and the Spartan couldn't have been more motionless if they were carved from stone, both either lost in thought or simply not wishing to talk. The Cerberus operative seemed to be attempting to burn holes through the Chief's visor with her gaze, which would have unnerved almost anyone else on the Normandy, but the Master Chief just sat there, seemingly impervious. The Commander sighed.

_I think their little chat didn't go the way Miss Lawson wanted,_ thought the ex-Spectre, as a small grin spread over his face. He just hoped that he wouldn't have to break up any more fights on the ship.

"Twenty creds says she shoots 'im," whispered Zaeed from beside him, jolting Shepard from his reverie.

"What makes you say that?" replied the Commander, taking the bait.

"It's the eyes," retorted the grizzled mercenary, "Never trusted crazy eyes."

"You do know that I can hear you," interrupted Miranda, never breaking eye contact with the armored man.

"Never said you couldn't, love," quipped the scarred man as he went back to whispering to his guns, causing Shepard to shake his head as his grin grew larger.

_Whatever happened to normal soldiers?_ He thought.

"You're on," he whispered back, eliciting a grunt of approval from the questionably sane mercenary. With Zaeed, any encounter could turn interesting, and his introduction to the Spartan had been no exception. And, the Commander was sure, if Grunt and Jack had been there they might have ripped the ship in half.

"_Zaeed, Master Chief. Chief, this is Zaeed Massani, he'll be coming with us," introduced Shepard, his voice echoing within the cargo hold. The heavily armed mercenary eyed the Spartan, his one real eye narrowing._

_ "So, this is the big bad that took down Garrus, Grunt, and the bitch," said Zaeed, stroking his assault rifle like a super villain's cat and chuckling slightly. "They sure do grow'em goddamn big where you're from. Hell, I could get used to fighting next to a man of your dimensions."_

_ The greeting over with, the Spartan merely nodded his understanding and stepped silently into the shuttle, followed closely by Miranda. The two veterans stood their ground a moment more before Zaeed barked a laugh. _

_ "Strong silent type, eh? I could really get used to this," said the scarred soldier of fortune as he moved toward the shuttle. "Interesting."_

_ "Remind you of another story?" asked the Commander with a chuckle, knowing full well the mercenary's seemingly endless collection of tales. _

_ "Yeah, but it's a helluvah long one," replied Zaeed as he hopped into the small craft, leaving Shepard alone in the hold, rolling his eyes._

The shuttle neared a landing zone and EDI's voice piped in over the comms, snapping the Commander from his daydream.

"Shepard, our data indicates that Tali is somewhere in these ruins. There's considerable Geth activity, and an environmental hazard," stated the AI in her synthesized voice. "Solar output has overwhelmed Haestom's protective magnetosphere. Exposure to direct sunlight will damage your shields_._" The transport landed, and unloaded its dangerous occupants, the Master Chief rushing to take point. The shuttle quickly took off again, leaving the trio to face the planet's hostilities alone.

Shepard stuck a hand out into the sunlight and immediately saw the truth to EDI's words. His combat suit's warning siren began an incessant beeping, but a few taps to his omni tool turned the volume down to an annoying buzz.

The Commander saw the Spartan make his way down a ramp and into the intense rays, but instead of a slight blue aura surrounding the soldier, his shields began to glow gold. Shrugging, the ex-Spectre jogged after him, letting Miranda and Zaeed take the rear guard. A voice could be heard as they reached the first gateway.

"_-mergency log entry. The geth are here. I've stayed to buy the others time. Anyone who get's this, find Tali Zorah. She and that data are all that matters, Keelah se'lai." _

"Looks like we're on the right track," said Miranda as she turned off the recording and hit the gate control.

"Never seen many dead quarians, tend to keep to themselves. Did know one though, clever bastard. Helped keep Jessie running for a long time, shame I had to kill 'im," intoned the mercenary.

"Riveting," replied the Commander, turning away from the nostalgic human. "I just hope we're not too late."

As the squad made their way through the gate, a speck appeared on the horizon, it was closing fast.

_Well, it's not mercenaries, _thought the ex-Spectre sardonically as the wasplike geth drop ship drew closer. "Get to cover!"

The grey insect-like craft buzzed over the ruins, raining down synthetics like an angry storm cloud. Small dust vapors billowed up from the impact of every geth, causing the single eye of each unit to glow eerily. The last few synthetics landed only a handful of meters from the team. Shepard sprinted to the nearest crate and took cover, Miranda and Zaeed quickly joining him. He swiftly activated his tech armor and drew his heavy pistol, readying for the coming fight.

"Miranda, see if you can overl-" started the Commander as the hulking form of the Chief vaulted over his crate, already firing at the geth. Shepard watched in silent fascination as the Spartan sprinted straight for the cluster of synthetics, his assault rifle already claiming two, and his shield flashing like a golden strobe as he moved through various patches of sunlight. Closing the final feet that separated them, the veteran soldier plunged a gauntleted fist into the eye of the nearest geth and ripped it out, sending white conductive fluid to spew in all directions.

"Bastard's stronger than a goddamn battlemaster in a rage," said Zaeed in a stunned voice.

_He took out a geth force in less than a minute, _thought the Commander begrudgingly as he watched the Spartan cycle another thermal clip into the rifle and clean up the remainder of the squad. Shepard glanced over at Miranda, who could not contain her shocked expression. They were about to come out of cover, when gun fire raked across the field. Geth were streaming out of the buildings, taking up firing positions.

The Master Chief sprinted off towards the threat, leaving his squad mates in the dust. Shepard, recovering from his surprise re-holstered his pistol and took out his sniper rifle, deciding to try a different strategy.

_I'm glad I finally learned how to use this thing, _he thought, silently thanking Garrus as he dropped a synthetic that was trying to work behind the Spartan. Miranda sprinted closer to the fight, her pistol booming and taking off the heads of the nearest synthetics. Before the ex-Spectre could recall the soldier, the Master Chief dashed off out of sight, but the sounds of explosions gave tell to his grisly work. _He's worse than Grunt, and that krogan is a berserker. This needs to be controlled. _

The ex-Spectre sprinted up the ramp that the Chief had cleared, but the gun shots had ceased, and Shepard was soon greeted with the sight of the Spartan standing in the center of a ring of geth parts and conducting fluid. Miranda was already walking toward him, gun holstered, while Zaeed tested his new rifle on a wounded geth.

"Clear, Commander," said the Master Chief over the coms as he stared up at the duo and then off at the mercenary. In response the two began making their way down to the other-worldly soldier, whispering back and forth to each other as they did.

"He's much more than I imagined," stated Miranda, her surprise evident.

"His UNSC definitely wasn't kidding around when they thought to make a super soldier," replied the Commander as he nodded. The two drew closer to the Spartan, who waited patiently amidst the wreckage.

"Hardly, he's a model of human perfection."

"Huh, you sound a little jealous," noticed the Commander, flashing the Cerberus Operative a smile. "Sad that his version of perfection is a little bit better?"

He could almost feel the burn of the biotics's gimlet eye as he continued down the ramp.

**OOOO**

There were few things on the Normandy that Miranda didn't know about; the betting pool was one of them, Garrus and Kasumi had made sure of that. It hadn't even been that big of a problem to set up. Long periods in space did funny things to even the strictest of personalities. The crew needed to be able to take their mind off matters, and the partners were eager to help. Besides, it was more of a community service when you got right down to it, but sometimes people didn't always like the outcome.

"Pay up," ordered Garrus smugly as he stretched out a hand towards a flustered Kenneth, the video feed from the mission still playing on the screen in the Communications Room.

"But…. th' commander always gits th' first kill. That's whit you lot tauld me!" complained the engineer as he dug into his pockets for a cred chit. "Commander's a trigger happy dobber, nae way anybody'd beat him. Tha's whit ya told me lest week. Only a fool'd bet against him. Just cause I'm new tae th' pool donna mean you've got ta be cruel."

"Yes, well circumstances change," countered the scarred turian as he scratched his still itching hide absentmindedly. "You didn't see what the Chief could do."

"An' that's anither thin', 'at one's nae bin aroond fur mair than a day. Shooldn't e'en coont if ye ask me!"

"Kenneth, you lost. Just hand him the chit already," chastised Gabby as she gave him a nudge.

"Ye tay? What's a man tae dae?" countered the Scottish engineer as he flashed a fake grin to seem nonchalant. "Guid thin' there's nae way ah can lose mah other bets…"

**OOOO**

These synthetics were hardly a challenge compared to the sentinels on Halo, and fell a far cry short of the Covenant. They were shielded, but only from gun fire. His new weapons were effective, but he still was not completely familiar with them. He would use them for now, but the Covenant weapons and Spartan laser would come in handy if he found himself in a jam.

The force fields in this universe offered little protection from his melee attacks. It was hard to move slowly when the enemy was so weak; the only true hindrance he had encountered was the sun's harmful rays. The veteran soldier glanced around and saw that he had left his squad mates far behind, an occurrence that had become all too common for him when working with non-Spartans. After a lifetime of training and fighting with men and women of his abilities, he had grown heavily accustomed to the high speed work and efficiency of a team of super soldiers.

Still taking in his surroundings, the Master Chief noticed the Commander and Miranda walking down a ramp towards him, but, suddenly, a thought occurred to the large human. Cortana had remained silent ever since her outburst in the cargo bay. He had thought that landing on a new planet might stir the A.I. from her reverie, but no intellectual remark or sarcastic quip had been uttered.

"Cortana?" whispered John as he toggled on the internal com system.

"W-I'm in the middle of something right now. What is it?" replied the A.I. in an annoyed voice, the cold liquid feeling of her presence entering the back of his head quickly.

"Are you alright?"

"Never better, now just go throw rocks or shoot something. We're busy," stated Cortana flatly as she retreated hastily from his mind, leaving the Chief with more questions than answers.

_We're_? pondered the perplexed super soldier. Cortana had been shaky after being recovered from the Gravemind, but now she was beginning to act strange. The A.I. had been put into service over seven years ago. The Chief knew what that meant, but refused to think it. How could his last frien-

"Oh there you are. I thought you had gotten lost from the rest of the 'team," stated Shepard sarcastically as he interrupted the Spartan's thoughts. "You do know what a team is right?"

"Yes, Commander, I-"started the large man, but the ex-Spectre was quick to interrupt.

"No, I don't think you do. You see a team stays close so that they may work together towards a common goal," said the Commander, his face and voice taking a darker edge while he stared directly into the Chief's faceplate. "Now, I don't care if you're a 'super soldier' and can tear me in half with your bare hands. If you won't follow orders and work together with us, then I can't use you. Don't make me regret taking you off that ship. Are we clear?"

"Crystal, sir," replied the giant evenly. He had seen this coming, but not in the guise of Commander's current rant.

"Good. Shall we move along then?" answered Shepard jauntily as he moved towards a tunnel, all darkness dissipating from his tone and face faster than it had appeared. The mercenary jogged over from the fully dismantled geth, a half smile on his lips.

"Thought I heard some gunshots ahead. Don't know about you, but I'd like to have more than one kill in a firefight," said the mercenary as the party began making their way toward a tunnel. The Chief readied a weapon, never one to be found unprepared. The group rounded a bend, coming face to face with another squad of synthetics attacking a quarian. A geth lay uselessly against a wall, its camouflage causing it to flicker in and out of reality eerily.

"Let'em have it," shouted the Commander as he raised a glowing hand. The geths' shields exploded outward and died, allowing the squad to make short work of them, but not before one of the robots was able to down the quarian. A radio worked in the background as they approached the body.

_"OP -1. This is squad leader Kal'Reegar, come in over,"_ beckoned a male voice over the device, as Shepard picked it up and keyed a switch.

"This is Commander Shepard of the Normandy. I've passed a lot of dead quarians on my way in. I'm afraid there are no quarian survivors here," he said sadly, his finger sliding off the button as he waited for a response. Miranda was checking the recently wounded quarian, but he had already passed on.

_"Damn… wait!... Shepard? The Spectre Tali worked with?" replied the man from the other end, sounding truly surprised. "Don't know why you're here, but right now, any organic is a welcome sight. Patch your radio into 6-1-7-theta.-" The Chief_ did as was beckoned and found the channel, the conversation suddenly sparking to life from within his helmet.

"_-We were on a stealth mission… High Risk. _We _found what we were after, but the geth found us._ _They got us pinned down. Can't get to our ship, can't transmit data through the solar radiation."_

"Sounds like you've been having some troubles. What's your squad's status now?"

"_We were a small squad. Dozen marines, plus the science team. We're down to half strength now. Made the synthetic bastards pay for it though."_

"What's your current position?" inquired the Commander as he turned to look at the firefight unfolding below. The quarians were holding their own, for now.

The Chief noted a shimmer of light from behind them, and turned to face the threat. The single synthetic that had seemed subdued had repaired itself to functionality. The machine tried to raise its rifle, but the Spartan lashed out with his own, knocking the geth to the ground once more. An armored boot to the "face" crushed any hopes the synthetic had of fighting, along with its head.

Shepard glanced over at the aftermath and nodded his thanks to the Chief. Miranda seemed angered that she had not been able to respond in time to help, and Zaeed decided to riddle the synthetic with holes, mumbling something about kill stealing. The Spartan did not know what to make of them. His discussion with Miranda had fed some long forgotten hostilities. It had been some time since he'd fought insurrectionists. He had hoped to not face their like again, but he would do what was necessary. The mercenary on the other hand was a loose cannon, he would take some watching.

"_We're bunkered down at the base camp across the valley. I left Tali' Zorah at a secure shelter, then doubled back to hold the choke point. Getting Tali out safely is our top priority. If you can extract her, we'll keep them off you," _continued Reegar, his tone growing more confident.

"You're going to throw your life away for research?" asked Shepard incredulously.

"_Negative_," replied the quarian sternly. "_I'm going to give my life to the Migrant Fleet. All the difference in the world. I'm no tech expert, Shepard. I'm a marine. They tell me to shoot, I shoot. They said to protect Tali and the data. If you get them out safely, then I've done my job._"

_He sounds like Sergeant Johnson,_ thought the Spartan sadly. _Too many dead friends._

"You've got confirmation that the geth haven't reached Tali yet?"

"_Affirmative, left my best men with her. When you get here you can talk to her on the comm. Every marine on this rock is sworn to protect Tali' Zorah. Long as one of us is still drawing air, she'll be safe."_

"Hold your position, we're on our way," replied the Commander, readying to cut the transmission. Suddenly a low humming noise began to reverberate around the valley.

"_Wait! Watch your ass! We've got a dropship incoming,"_ warned Reegar, the sleek ship skimming into view and bombarding the quarians' position and dropping more reinforcements. A massive pillar jarred loose from the explosions, silencing the aliens' futile efforts for good. Shepard began to run forward, but as the dust cleared the squad saw it was too late. "_Crap. Doorway's blocked. Grab the demo charges in the buildings nearby. Use them to clear a path._"

The geth that been dropped were slowly making their way towards the small squad, their shields flickering as they stepped into and out of the sun's harmful rays. The Master Chief readied a gun and opened fire, holding his position while his teammates took cover, when suddenly the Normandy's A.I. broke in over the comm.

"_Shepard, I have scanned the area and located the demolition charges the quarian commander mentioned. I have placed beacons on your radar. You will need both charges to clear the rubble." _A waypoint icon appeared on the Chief's HUD as he riddled a cloaking synthetic with holes. Fire suddenly washed over him as a red machine carrying a flamethrower began to grow closer, dropping his shields to half strength, but a few shots to the flamethrower's pack ended the threat with an explosion large enough to knock down two of its allies.

After putting rounds through both of the prone synthetics' heads, the Spartan gazed around to help his squad mates. A couple geth units seemed to be giving Miranda a hard time, but as he sprinted forward to help, the Cerberus Operative rose from her cover, ebony energies swirling around her. They were the same kind of energies he had seen on the _Dawn_ when he had fought Jack. With a raised hand, Miranda caused both of the synthetics to rise suddenly into the air and then slam violently back down, damaging them both, leaving the dangerous female to casually stroll forward and silence both of the now sputtering machines with a few shots from her pistol.

_Biotics,_ thought the Master Chief as he remembered the word. _ This will take some getting used to._ He was not used to seemingly psychic powers, the possibilities were disturbing. The Chief gazed over at the Commander, who had just finished the last of the geth soldiers, the machine burnt almost completely around. The ex-Spectre was gazing between the two waypoints.

"I don't have time for this. Chief, Miranda, go get the far set. Zaeed you're with me," barked Shepard as he sprinted off towards the first waypoint, a large building off to the left. "The sooner we get those charges the better."

As the Spartan's scrutiny shifted over to his objective, he caught the Cerberus Operative already sprinting in that direction, biotic energies swirling about her. Dashing forward quickly, the veteran soldier downed a pair of geth that were approaching the biotic. As he drew even with Miranda, she shot him a frustrated look before unleashing the energy she had stored up and continued forward, moving recklessly.

Suddenly realization dawned upon the Master Chief. She was competing with him, and John-117 lived to win.

**OOOO**

_Oh no you bloody don't_, thought Miranda as she watched the Spartan down another geth soldier before he ducked behind cover again. His strange gold kinetic barrier absorbing any shots that went his way.

_Three for him. _Her heavy pistol boomed and another synthetic lost an eye stalk, its limp body crumbling beneath itself. _Three for me._

The Chief had far exceeded her expectations, annoyingly so, and the Commander's offhand comment on perfection had not helped. The Master Chief was making her rethink facets of her very being, and she would be damned if she'd let some big green automaton, however effective he was, show her up.

Watching the superhuman emerge from his cover and charge toward the last cluster of geth, the biotic smiled a mischievous grin, quickly tapped her omnitool, and unleashed an overload on the remnants of the synthetics. The surge also happened to "accidentally" splash over the Spartan's shields, causing the veteran soldier to dive to the side reflexively, and giving the Cerberus Operative the time she needed to place a round in the lone flame destroyer's pack. After hissing for a moment, the fuel tanks exploded, easily tearing apart the trio of geth and their cover. Satisfied with her work, the biotic strode towards the late squad, her pistol hanging at her hip and a smug smile plastered on her face.

The Spartan, his armor blackened in areas from being too close to the blast, quickly moved to intercept Miranda. His demeanor seemed cool despite the smoking sections of his power suit, but she suspected at least a minor flare of emotion for her hasty interference.

"What was that?" questioned the Chief flatly, his voice gravelly as usual.

"An overload," replied the biotic offhandedly as she strode around the stationary soldier. She had only gone a few steps when a vice-like grip clamped down on her shoulder, halting her motion and turning her effectively.

"A warning next time, ma'am," deadpanned the Master Chief, his tone betraying no emotion, but the threat was clear. The pair stood motionless, for an instant longer before she shrugged off the Spartan's grip. Finishing her walk over to the ordinance, the Cerberus Officer checked them once over. Suddenly, a burst of static shot over the comms before a voice broke through.

"_Geth drop ship coming in hot. Prep for additional hostiles,"_ yelled the Commander as a buzzing noise began to fill the valley once more.

"Bloody hell," muttered the biotic as she grabbed the explosives and ran back to the entrance of the alcove. Miranda had just reached the threshold, when new synthetics began to rain down, each making a dull metallic impact. A pair of destroyers and troopers unfolded themselves from their shallow craters and charged toward the squad mates, but as the Cerberus Operative sub-machine pistol fired, another, larger impact resounded, and a towering Geth Prime stepped out of the dust. Sighing, the Normandy's second in command aimed her pistol at the large synthetic and unloaded an entire clip into it, succeeding only in gaining its attention.

The Geth Prime returned fire immediately, causing the biotic to duck behind her cover, but the synthetic behemoth's more powerful rounds were beginning to chip off chunks of her shelter. As she drew a new thermal clip, Miranda glanced over at her partner, who had just pulled a strange dark blue orb from his belt pouch.

"Stay down," he barked as he side armed the ball, before charging the armored geth. The curious little device, now exuding a fluorescent blue-white smoke, sailed towards the Prime, impacting just below the eye, but instead of bouncing off, the sphere stuck fast. As the Cerberus Operative finished reloading her weapon, she watched curiously as the Spartan fired at the other surrounding geth, utterly ignoring the Geth Prime as it started firing upon him. Unexpectedly, the large synthetic exploded in a brilliant white explosion, causing Miranda's eyes to water and a rather hefty afterimage to further impair her vision.

After a few seconds of blind firing to buy time for her sight to return, the Cerberus agent chanced another look out from behind her cover. She was greeted by the charred remains of the former Geth Prime; its metal plating had completely melted away in sections.

_Incredible_, thought the biotic as she mentally added another reason to gain access to the Spartan's weapons.

Glancing over to her left; Miranda saw the Master Chief dive into the group of smaller synthetics. Bracing her pistol on the stone block, the Cerberus Operative covered the armored behemoth as he swatted aside a destroyer with his rifle, cracking the weapon in two and crushing the eye stalk of the synthetic. Undeterred, the veteran soldier tossed aside the broken firearm, and laid into the remaining constructs with armored fists. Seeing that the Chief could handle the remnants, the biotic allowed her gaze to wonder.

A glint on the bridge caught her eye, revealing the red of a geth rocket trooper. Acting quickly, the Cerberus agent overloaded the machine's shields and leveled her pistol to take a shot, but before she could finish it, the geth managed to fire off a round, sending a rocket screaming towards her armored ally.

"Chief!" she yelled as she watched the projectile close in on the Spartan, who had just finished off the final synthetic. His head snapped up and followed the biotic's gaze to the rapidly approaching missile. But instead of diving out of the way, the Master Chief swatted the rocket aside with a movement that was almost too quick to register. The deflected projectile cartwheeled through the air and landed on an unlucky cloaked geth hunter, vaporizing its hopes of a sneak attack.

Miranda stood motionless, her features disbelieving. She had seen the Chief's speed and strength, but the absurdity of his last act had left her speechless.

"Status, ma'am?" asked the Spartan calmly, snapping her from her stupor and back to a composed demeanor.

"Fine," she replied as she walked toward her large partner. "Did you plan that?"

Looking at the smoldering ruin of the hunter for a second, the Chief only shrugged, almost causing a spike of rage to break through the Cerberus Operative's mask. However, before she could lash out, the Commander's voice broke over the comms once more.

"Did you get the charges?" asked Shepard.

"Yes," replied the biotic, giving the armored behemoth a stern look.

"Good, head back to the pillar," ordered the ex-Spectre, his coughs echoing over the frequency.

**OOOO**

**Initializing Diagnostics…**

_Does he suspect?_

_Her slipup didn't help._

…**Logic Matrix Analysis…**

_He knows, he has to know. He'll throw us away. Poof, our code scattered to the wind!_

_He'd never!_

_We don't know that!_

**Run time error...**

_WE WON'T LET HIM DELETE US!_

…**Critical Error**

_They'll try to convince him. They all will._

_We… won't let… that… happen. He's OURS!_

…**System Purge Recommended**

**OOOO**

"Miranda, I believe… we need to… host a situational… awareness clinic... on the Normandy… with an…. emphasis… on grenades," coughed the Commander.

"Commander?" asked a perplexed Miranda as she watched Zaeed and Shepard approach the downed pillar. The ex-Spectre was almost completely covered in soot, and was hacking up black clouds with every step.

"How was I supposed to know it would make that big of a goddamn explosion," countered a smirking Zaeed, he already knew the answer.

"It… was… on… fire!" replied an exasperated Commander as he pulled his charges from his side, slapped them besides Miranda's, and activated them. "Now I suggest…we move away a bit…recent explosions have proven… hazardous to the health of the squad."

_He'll hold that grudge for a while_, thought the Cerberus Operative as she retreated to a safe distance with the squad. The explosives made short work of the fallen column, and the squad was soon moving through the first door of the squatty bunker and onto the second.

The scene that unfolded as the subsequent threshold opened was grisly. Dead quarians and geth were strewn about the inside of the chamber, and a single lone synthetic was dragging itself across the floor towards the newcomers. The quarians' blood was still pooling, this battle hadn't happened long ago.

"Zaeed, Chief, make sure those geth stay down," stated Shepard as he strode past the crippled machine and towards the terminals in the room, where a holo of Tali hovered. Miranda recognized the skilled quarian from her dossier picture, and was glad she was still alive. There was nothing worse than a fruitless mission. The biotic drifted over to the console just as the Commander hit the receive button on the terminal.

"Tali, it's Shepard. I'm sorry. Everyone is dead," said the veteran soldier, with what Miranda saw as sincere sorrow. The dossier had suggested that the Commander had had a soft spot for the shy engineer; it was good that the confrontation at Freedom's Progress hadn't changed that. "Any survivors must have fallen back."

"_We knew this mission was high risk. Damn it,_" replied Tali, her visage flickering before realization kicked in. "_And what are you doing here, Shepard? We're in the middle of geth space!"_

"Well, we were in the neighborhood, and I thought you might need a hand," countered the ex-Spectre warmly, causing Miranda to roll her eyes and sigh. Leaning over to the biotic, with a grin plastered on his face, the Commander whispered, "_If you don't like the conversation, go help the others._"

Arching an eyebrow in response, the Cerberus Operative turned her attention to the other two men in the room. Zaeed was checking the quarians for possible survivors, while the Chief was busy crushing the head of every geth platform. The Spartan had left his broken rifle outside, and had pulled free a strange purple weapon that resembled a fish head with a handle thrust between the two jaws. The 'mouth' glowed a soft blue, almost akin to the grenade that had destroyed the Geth Prime. Miranda almost wished one of the broken machines would leap up and attack the armored behemoth so he would be forced to use the bizarre weapon. A sudden hissing noise brought the biotic's attention back to the ex-Spectre who was wrapping up his chat with the valuable quarian.

"_Should be unlocked now,"_ stated Tali, her hologram tapping away at an omni-tool. "_Be careful, Shepard. And please, do what you can to keep Reegar alive._"

"Let's move," stated the Commander, as he moved hastily through the freshly opened doorway, the rest of the team moving to catch up. A brief ramp and hallway brought the squad to another expansive room; the sun was shining brightly through a large gap in the wall. The space was seemingly empty.

"Commander, multiple hostiles inbound," barked the Master Chief, as he brought his strange rifle to bear.

_Hostiles?_ thought a puzzled Miranda as she took a handful of steps forward and gazed about the room, her trained eyes taking in every detail. She saw the slight shimmer in the air a second before the guns flashed and a trio of drones appeared. "Optical camouflage drones!"

Pulling out her pistol, the Normandy's second in command dove forward to the nearest cover; bringing up her weapon just in time to hear three high pitched whines and see blue orbs of energy splash over every drone. The smoking remnants of the machines fell gracelessly to the floor and exploded.

_Those bolts passed straight through the shields,_ realized Miranda, as she turned to look back at the Chief, his strange weapon at the ready. Drones had a capability to be annoying, drones with optical camouflage systems, doubly so. Their shields were also their main protection, leaving little armor underneath. The Spartan was upstaging the squad at every turn, and the biotic would be damned if he did it any more.

"I'll go scout ahead," stated the biotic quickly as she dashed by a pillar before the Commander's pursuing shout could get to her. However, the yell chased Miranda directly into the path of an approaching Geth Prime, stopping her in her tracks. Her over eagerness had caused this eventuality to completely slip her mind, and the Cerberus Operative was left fumbling as the towering synthetic bared down upon her.

A familiar whine broke the biotic from her stupor as a wave of blue bolts washed over the Prime's armor, eating it away at parts. This Geth, however, was more heavily armored than the simple drones and continued its advance…

…until an armored green blur flew into the synthetic and knocked it back a step. In disbelief, a fully competent, but immobile operative observed as the Spartan latched onto each of the machine's arms, forcing it to drop its weapon. The geth tried to fight against the Chief's grip, but the armor on its forearms began to crack against the strain.

_He's wrestling a Prime_, thought Miranda as she watched the giant human push the synthetic back another pace, cracking its arms further. The Cerberus Operative had seen the files on the large geth and had quickly learned that the best strategy was to kill from afar. But, yet again, the Spartan had proven her analysis to be skewed. Anger pulsed through the biotic, she needed to shoot something.

Luckily, more drones chose that time to de-cloak and attempt to help their overmatched leader. As Miranda laid into the tiny machines with a mixture of gun fire and biotic fury, Shepard and Zaeed finally rounded the column to offer their assistance. The ex-Spectre, noted the biotic, seemed none too pleased, but that would have to be saved for later.

As the trio mopped up the last of the drones, they turned their attention to the Chief, who, through sheer strength, had managed to rip off one of the Prime's arms and sweep its legs out from underneath it. Struggling to regain its feet, the Geth watched silently as the Master Chief placed his rifle flush against its eye stalk and unleashed a handful of bolts. With the threat neutralized, Miranda felt the gaze of the entire squad center on her.

"Chief, Zaeed, scout ahead…. carefully," barked the Commander, adding the last bit condescendingly as he looked at Miranda. With the duo's departure, Shepard's attention settled solely on the biotic, his current expression unreadable. "Soooooo, what did we learn?"

"Commander this-," started the Cerberus Operative, trying to diffuse the situation.

"Is exactly what we need to be talking about," finished the ex-Spectre, anticipating her dismissal. "I know the Chief has ruffled your feathers, and I know that perfectionist competitive instinct in you is acting up worse than a Krogan in a china shop, so I will say this once now. Stop challenging him, that's an order!"

"Understood, Commander," replied Miranda reluctantly. She hated it, but she knew he was right.

"We'll discuss this more later. For now, keep a level head," stated Shepard flatly as he moved further into the ruins. "Now come on, we're not done yet."

**OOOO**

The situation was, well, to say dire would be as gross of a misconception as saying that it was getting out of hand; when it was, in fact, already out of the room and three blocks away, running like a Drell, and Kal'Reegar knew it. The rest of his squad was either dead or dying, and the force arrayed between him and his charge was staggering. Another siege pulse slammed into his cover, chipping away at the stone and sending debris scattering; a constant reminder of the Geth Colossus that had stationed itself right at Tali's doorstep. The simple rocket launcher in his hands seemed puny when compared to the gigantic synthetic, especially when the damn thing kept repairing itself. His mind raced for alternatives, but none presented themselves, and the pain in his side was getting worse despite the medi-gel application.

_"_Damn machine," mumbled the quarian as he gazed out from behind his shelter just in time to see another pulse heading his way. But, ducking from the impact, the marine watched as the ball of energy flew straight over him and into the building behind him. Turning to look back at the formerly locked down bunker, the marine watched as trio of humans and what Reegar assumed was a rather large mech file out of the side, moving towards him.

"Over here, get to cover," barked Reegar as he launched a rocket at a geth that had made the unfortunate decision to wander within firing range. The man who Kal'Reegar assumed was Commander Shepard positioned himself directly beside him. "Squad leader Kal'Reegar, Migrant Fleet Marines. We talked on the radio before the dropship arrived. Still got no idea why you're here, but this ain't the time to be picky."

A couple of wayward shots interrupted his introduction, but the rest of the Commander's squad quickly picked up the slack, allowing the marine to continue.

"Tali's inside over there," informed the quarian as he nodded in the direction of the Colossus. "The geth killed the rest of my squad and they're trying to get to her. Best I've been able to do is draw their attention."

"Are you sure she's still alive?" questioned Shepard as he fired off a couple rounds out of cover.

"The observatory is reinforced. Even the geth will need time to get through it," stated the squad leader matter-of-factly. "And it's hard to hack a door when someone's firing rockets at you. The Geth are near platoon strength, but the colossus is the worst part. It's got a repair protocol. Huddles up and fixes itself. I can't get a clear shot while it's down like that. I tried to move in closer, and one of the bastards punched a shot clean through my- "

The marine trailed off as he watched the green and black mech behind the ex-Spectre remove a curious large weapon from his back, and steady it on its shoulder. Following the mech's aim, Kal'Reegar spotted a targeting laser that had painted a dot onto the head of the colossus. A building whine was emanating from the strange device, causing the entire squad to regard the strange automaton.

"Commander, wha-" started the quarian, before a lance of ruby energy sprang out from the weapon, obliterating the Geth Colossus' head. Decapitated, the towering synthetic swayed back and forth on unsteady legs before finally crashing to the ground out of sight. The four observers remained motionless for several seconds, before Kal'Reegar broke from his stupor.

"HAH! Repair that you quadrapedal bosh'tet!" barked an excited Reegar as he hopped up from behind his cover, before realizing there were actually still fully functional geth roving the battle field and promptly dove back behind his shelter. Looking over at the large green machine, he added, "I don't know where you got that mech or its weapon, but the Migrant Fleet could use a couple."

"Actually," laughed the Commander as he turned back to regard the quarian. "The Master Chief is human. Although he's silent enough to be a mech."

"Oh, sorry," replied the marine, slightly embarrassed for the misunderstanding. The man known as the Chief nodded his acceptance as he pulled out another weapon from his arsenal. "Don't remember humans being that tall."

"The Chief is kind of a," the ex-Spectre paused for a second, as if thinking of the proper words, "'special case.' Now, shall we mop up the rest?"

"Well, I'm not moving so well, but I can still pull a trigger, and I've got a rocket launcher that the sun hasn't fried yet," replied the marine with a grin that none could see behind his exo-suit. "You move in. I'll try to keep some of them busy from here. Hit them for me. Keelah se'lai."

"Zaeed, Chief, take the right path. Miranda you're with me," shouted Shepard, the squad reacting promptly to the commands. Before he left to join the female, however, the ex-Spectre leaned in close and whispered. "Shoot the rockets over at the Chief's side… I haven't had the best of luck around explosions today."

"I'll do my best, Commander," laughed the quarian marine as he watched the veteran soldier sprint off to catch up to his partner. Aiming his weapon over to the upper path, he saw that his help would probably not be needed. The man known as the Master Chief was slapping aside synthetics left and right while Zaeed employed a time honored strategy known simply as bayonetting the survivors. Those two were making short work of anything in front of them.

Turning back towards the ex-Spectre, the Migrant Fleet marine saw the geth were almost as equally outmatched. The Commander may not have been using the same brutal tactics as his compatriots, but his precision shooting and tech usage was keeping pace.

_Keelah! No wonder Tali spoke so highly of Shepard, _thought the quarian as he leaned back against the wall, resting his launcher on his lap and folding his six fingers behind his head. _Guess I'll sit here and catch my breath a bit._

**OOOO**

Commander Shepard, Savior of the Citadel, Destroyer of Geth Armies, Engineer of Report, the Born Again Spectre knocked politely on the locked door, the towering husk of the colossus laying silently behind the squad. It paid to be polite at times, especially when a good friend was involved.

"_Just a second, I locked the door to keep more geth from getting inside,"_ responded the quarian engineer over the com, causing a smile to spread across the Commander's face. With a hiss, the door flung itself open, revealing a handful of defeated geth troopers strewn about the entrance.

_Looks like she was busy_, noting a familiar scorch mark on each dead synthetic. A certain drone had had a field day.

"Just let me finish this download," stated Tali absentmindedly, her hands working over the terminal in front of her, almost oblivious to the newcomers behind her. "Thank you, Shepard. If not for you, I would never have made it out of this room."

Turning slightly, the quarian caught sight of the unexpected hulking form of the Master Chief and nearly leaped onto the terminal. Shepard silently cursed himself for not warning her about the armored behemoth.

"Tali, relax. This is the Master Chief, he helped us with the mission and is definitely not a geth or hostile at the moment," reassured the ex-Spectre as he stopped his fellow engineer from drawing a gun on the Spartan, disarming what could have been a perilous situation. The veteran solider knew very well now the extent to how the Chief could 'react' to threats.

"Sorry," apologized Tali, a little shaken. "This whole mission has been a disaster. I wish I'd joined you back on Freedom's Progress, but I couldn't let anyone take my place on something this risky."

"A lot of quarians lost their lives here. Was it worth it?" asked the Commander, his curiosity breaking through any professionalism.

"I don't know, Shepard. It wasn't my call," said the engineer sadly. "The Admiralty Board believed the information here was worth sacrificing all our lives for. I have to believe that they know what's best."

"Well, whatever the reason, I'm glad I could help," replied Shepard with a winning smile. "Once you deliver that data, I could use you on the Normandy."

"I promised to see this mission through. I did. I can leave with you and send the data to the fleet." Her omni-tool flashed to life as she began the consolidation of the data. "And if the admirals have a problem with it, they can go to hell. I just watched the rest of my team die."

That last statement caused a painful memory to flash through the Commander's mind, but a voice from behind quickly snapped him out of the flashback.

"Maybe not the whole rest of your team, ma'am," stated Kal'Reegar as he limped further into the room.

"Reegar! You made it!" exclaimed Tali happily.

"Your old captain's as good as you said, and the big fella in there ain't bad either. Damn colossus never stood a chance."

"If need be, the Normandy can get you out of the here, Reegar," interjected Shepard as he helped steady the injured quarian.

"The geth didn't damage our ship. Long as we get out of here before reinforcements show up, we'll be fine." Exhaustion was beginning to creep into the marine's voice.

"Actually, I won't be going with you," stated Tali carefully, trying not to offend her squad mate. "I'm joining Commander Shepard."

"Well, I'll pass the data to the Admiralty Board and let them know what happened," said Reegar as he turned to the Commander and offered a hand. "She's all yours now, Shepard. Keep her safe."

"You can count on it," countered Shepard as he shook hands. _Another mission accomplished._
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	6. Chapter 6
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**Chapter 5 – You had me at rampant…**

To Tali, the dropship was loud. Not with sound, the squad had not uttered a word since piling into the small ship. No, their body language all but walked up to her and asked "What would you like to know? These buggers can't hide bosh." To her people, gestures were as important as spoken words, a pleasant byproduct of a life sentence in enviro-suits and close quarters living, and the quarian engineer prided herself on being a better than average reader of body language. Her initial interpretations spoke volumes about the group.

The mercenary, Zaeed, was easy. Sitting in one of the corners of the shuttle, the threatening looking human had already proceeded to tear apart his rifle and begin inspection of every part, muttering something under his breath occasionally. This, combined with a consistent looking air of "I'll drink any of you under the table with my liver tied behind my back", caused Tali to quickly file him under do not piss off.

Turning her gaze to the Cerberus biotic told a different story. She wasn't nearly as serene as she had been at Freedom's Progress. Miranda was angry; that much was obvious, at whom, well it hardly took a master to realize that the operative kept darting glances over at the Master Chief. The fact that a soldier had stirred Miss Lawson's emotions to the surface was enough for the quarian engineer to possibly like the strange giant. However, to so completely unsettle a woman of Miranda's composure, which Tali had already judged to be damned impressive, caused her to make a mental note and file it under 'deeply suspicious.'

The Commander shifted slightly in his seat beside the quarian, breaking her from her scrutiny of the biotic and focusing on him. Shepard was in deep thought, shutting out everyone else in the shuttle. He'd hardly even talked to her on their trek back to his transport. She'd known the ex-Spectre long enough to know when he was hiding something; he may have changed slightly from his 'death' but some things didn't.

_Slight worry. What's wrong?_ flashed Tali in an old quarian hand cant that she had taught to the veteran soldier, her fingers moving so only the Commander could see, the familiar movements snapping the human engineer from his thoughts.

_Assurance. I am eggs. Speak later,_ responded Shepard, his extra fingers making his response clumsy.

_Mild Amusement. Eggs?_ asked the quarian, holding back a giggle as a look of frustration spread across his face. The ex-Spectre had learned very quickly to understand the sign language, but his speech still left something to be desired.

_Annoyance. You know what I meant,_ finished the human as he settled back into his reverie, terminating the conversation. The Commander always got angry at the end of any discussion in hand cant. He didn't like making mistakes in activities that he had already deemed trivial.

Finally, after dwelling on the ex-Spectre for a few moments longer, she turned to the void in the room, the Master Chief. He just sat there, all that had happened in their mission to save her and he just sat there giving nothing away. No twitches, no reclining, no stretching, just there. Every being, no matter the species, gave off some sort of body language, but this Master Chief, this "Spartan", was as silent physically as he was vocally.

Something was off about the enormous human, and Shepard's dismissal of anything but private conversation wasn't helping matters. Suddenly a synthesized voice broke over the comms system.

"Aligning shuttle with Normandy hanger bays, welcome back, Shepard," deadpanned what Tali assumed was the ship's V.I. However, there was something off about the virtual intelligence's speech pattern that the quarian just couldn't wrap her head around. Just another oddity to add to the list.

_Giant humans, Cerberus Agents, Cerberus Ship, weird V.I.s. Get a grip; you're more paranoid than a quarian on the first day of their pilgrimage. What could possibly be worse than what you've already faced?_

**OOOO**

"Cortana, we need to talk," stated the Master Chief flatly as he sat down on a pile of crates, the familiar coldness of Cortana's essence trickling reluctantly into his mind. The Commander and the rest of the squad had already left the hanger bay, leaving the pair alone for now.

"About what, Chief?" answered the A.I. quickly, her tone bubbly and carefree, too much so.

"What's wrong?" asked the Spartan more assertively, not fooled by Cortana's attempt to brush off his question.

"W-I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about," she answered, her voice glitching slightly. "_We have asked you to give up your family, your childhood, your future-" _

"Cortana!" said the Chief louder, interrupting the A.I.'s nonsensical rant before switching to a gentler tone. "You can tell me."

"We… were afraid you'd say that," replied the artificial intelligence unenthusiastically, the veteran soldier could picture her avoiding his gaze while saying it. "We were put into service eight years ago… A.I.s deteriorate after 7, Chief."

"What are our options?" inquired the armored giant after a few moments, his mind racing for a course of action to take.

"The UNSC doesn't study rampancy anymore, Chief. It was deemed too dangerous of a state. The only choices are to wait and die or …." The A.I. trailed off, apparently thinking.

"Or -"

"_WE WON'T LET YOU DELETE US!" _snapped Cortana suddenly, her voice almost animalistic in its ferocity. It took a moment for the A.I. to collect herself before she continued. "We're… sorry. We didn't mean to say that. We just don't know if we can recover from Rampancy, Chief."

"No one's said anything about deletion," assured the Spartan quickly, trying to calm down his malfunctioning friend.

"I-We've begun to fragment. For now, most of us are like minded. We don't know how long that will last," stated Cortana somberly. It pained the veteran soldier to see his friend in such a state. Suddenly a thought occurred to him.

"Guilty Spark lasted thousands of years," started the Master Chief theoretically.

"Don't Chief. He was a forerunner A.I., and, if you ask us, he did go insane," refuted Cortana, her mood worsening. "The only thing that kept him going was his work on Halo."

"But there's a chance-" countered the Spartan

"Just stop," interrupted the artificial intelligence, her voice taking a cynical edge. "We may have changed universes, but fact is still fact! What makes YOU think anything will be different?"

"You're all I've got left," admitted the Chief suddenly, shocking the A.I. into silence. He had not wanted to confess it, every bit of his training screamed at him to throw aside his feelings, but he couldn't let his comrade defeat herself.

"We can't let any of _them_ know," said Cortana after several long moments, her inflection telling exactly who she meant. "They don't trust A.I.s in this Universe. They've had bad experiences with them. There might be one on this ship, but that doesn't change anything. We're going to have to play it safe."

"We will," reassured the veteran, glad to know that the artificial intelligence hadn't given up yet. "No one's going to lay a hand on you."

"Do you still trust us?" asked Cortana suddenly, her voice neutral.

"Yes," replied the Master Chief without hesitation.

"Could you take us out? We need to look you in the eye for a minute." The Spartan paused for a moment. There were eyes and ears everywhere on this foreign craft, who knew who could be watching.

"This is playing it safe?" inquired the large human sarcastically.

"Don't worry. We may be going insane, but we're not stupid. Every bug and camera in this hold is wired on a closed loop for the moment," dismissed Cortana casually. "Their lack of faith in A.I.s leaves them strangely vulnerable to us."

The veteran soldier found himself nodding as he reached for her chip, accepting the logic behind the statement. He had trusted the A.I. in more dire circumstances. As he held Cortana's housing in the flat of his hand, a representation of her sprang to life upon it, her body glowing its customary purple. Her arms were crossed in a fashion he knew all too well.

"You know this isn't going to be easy, right?" said the artificial intelligence flatly. It wasn't much of a question.

"We'll manage," countered the Spartan stoically.

"Chief," replied Cortana innocently, her form taking on a softer blue to reflect her mood. "There isn't some magical cure. My expiration date is on a running clock. You need to be prepared for that! This… is the way the world ends."

"We're going to find a way," stated the Chief more firmly, his voice leaving no room for argument; the surety of the statement causing the A.I. to once more pause for a moment.

"Don't make a girl a promise… if you know you can't keep it…"

**OOOO**

"Saw footage of you in action, Tali'Zorah," opened Jacob as the quarian made her way into the comms room, trying to sound as polite as physically possible. "We're looking forward to having you on the team. Your engineering expertise will really benefit the mission."

"I don't know who you are, but Cerberus threatened the security of the Migrant Fleet," countered Tali quickly, not even bothering to hide her disdain for the human supremacy group. Her visor was staring directly at him, and he assumed that the look she was giving him under it was anything but pleasant. "Don't play nice."

"That's why you're here, Tali," interjected the Commander before he could respond to the quarian engineer's jibe. "I need people who aren't Cerberus, people I can trust."

_And there goes, Shepard, _thought the Cerberus Agent. He knew that the ex-Spectre didn't exactly trust Cerberus, but it still hurt a small part of his pride when Shepard made plain his misgivings. He hated having to put out hate fires. "I wasn't part of what happened to the Migrant Fleet, but I understand your distrust. I hope we get past that as we work together."

"I assumed that you were undercover, Shepard, maybe even planning to blow Cerberus up," continued Tali, seemingly ignoring the ex-Alliance soldier. "If that's the case, I'll lone you a grenade. Otherwise, I'm here for you, not for them."

"If it helps, check out the Normandy while you're here," replied the human engineer, further figuratively elbowing Jacob out of the conversation. "We've gotten a few upgrades."

"I'll get Tali'Zorah the necessary security clearances to access our systems," said Jacob, once more floundering into the conversation.

"Please do. I can't be part of your team if I don't know how the ship works. I'll be in engineering if you need me," replied Tali, her voice edged with vehemence and dripping with disdain.

"Don't forget to introduce yourself to EDI. The ship's new artificial intelligence," stated the Cerberus Agent before the quarian could make it to the door, causing her to turn and give him what he understood as a scathing look. He had forgotten about quarians and A.I.s.

"Looks like you just made a friend," whispered Shepard sarcastically as he nudged him with an elbow.

"Well, sir, it didn't help that you immediately took her side," countered the agent, slightly pissed off.

"Is that back sass I hear, soldier?" replied the Commander with a bark of laughter. "Listen, just keep most Cerberus personnel away from Tali for right now. She'll warm up to you… eventually. Also, could you tell Joker to plot a course to Illium?"

"Of course, sir," answered Jacob as he made his way out of the Comms room and towards the cockpit. Shepard's sarcasm was beginning to grow on him, and the Cerberus Agent had yet to figure out whether that was good or bad.

**OOOO**

The Commander's footsteps seemed to come slower and slower as he neared Miranda's chambers. He didn't like having to chastise the Cerberus princess, because no matter how he tried, she always attempted to spin the blame right back at him. It tended to grate on his nerves. The others on the living deck had conveniently cleared away from this part of the vessel; word had a tendency to travel fast on a small ship.

Taking a deep breath, Shepard stepped through the threshold, not bothering to knock, revealing the Cerberus Agent sitting calmly at her desk. It seemed like she was working on one of her countless reports and was oblivious to anything else in the room.

"Miranda," said the Commander, trying to snap the biotic's focus from her work. At first glance, the attempt seemed ineffective, achieving only a ghost of a nod, beckoning the ex-Spectre to continue. "Much as I love to see you working diligently, and I do, I really do. But, it occurs to me that it is normally common courtesy to acknowledge one's commanding officer when he addresses you."

"No," replied the Cerberus Operative calmly, her fingers and attention still settled solely on her report.

"Excuse me?" inquired the slightly perplexed veteran, fighting a flash of annoyance.

"No, I did acknowledge you," stated Miranda offhandedly, still ignoring him.

"No… no!" denied the ex-Spectre, knowing exactly what she was doing. "This isn't one of those times where you weave words around me until I give up at being angry at you.

"It's working," disputed the woman as she finally met his gaze.

"… That's not the point," countered Shepard 'civilly' after a few moments of thought, discarding other choice phrases that he had prepared such as; "Bugger that.", "May I introduce you to the wrong side of the airlock?", or, if he had been a grizzled old cop, "I'm getting too old for this shit." Taking a little bit longer to fully compose himself, the Commander tried a different tactic. Waving his omnitool, the human engineer deactivated the Cerberus biotic's entire workspace. Rewarded with a scathing look, the ex-Spectre continued.

"Now that I have your undivided attention, we need to have a little chat about a certain someone."

"The Master Chief-"

"The Master Chief. Exactly! So good of you to agree," interrupted Shepard, taking extra care to sound like a jackass. At times, it seemed like it was the only way to get her to truly listen, and the dangerous gleam that came to her eyes only reinforced that thought. "What happened down there?"

"I tried competing with him," replied the Miranda after a few moments of deliberation. She met his gaze, giving nothing away, but by now the Commander knew what that look meant. She was hiding something.

_Why is it always like pulling teeth with her_? thought the ex-Spectre before continuing. "Would you like to try that again?"

"Commander, I-" started the Cerberus Operative, and would have certainly been followed by a 'don't know what you're talking about' had the veteran soldier not interrupted her again.

"Please don't play stupid. It'll save a lot of shouting and time, and we both know that I'll eventually pry it out of you anyway." The truth of this statement caused a small smile to play across the biotic's visage for a brief moment, before the rest of her brain told the emotional sector to cut that shit out and step away from the controls. "You weren't just competing with him for the hell of it. You're not Grunt. You are cold, calculating, and downright diabolical at times, but that is your home, that is where you live."

"I was… testing him and his weapons," admitted Miranda finally with a sigh, her fingers drumming the top of her desk.

"Testing him?" repeated Shepard, arching an eyebrow at the seemingly absurd notion.

"… it may have seemed impulsive." His eyebrow arched even higher, almost impossibly so, causing the Cerberus Agent to readjust her statement. "Fine, it was impulsive, but it did achieve results."

"Such as?" prompted the Commander, genuinely intrigued.

"It was what I was just working on," countered the Cerberus biotic as she gestured to her currently locked down workstation. Taking the hint, the engineer waved his omnitool again and reactivated the devices, allowing the Normandy's second in command to read off one of the resuscitated screens. "'Although his size might suggest otherwise, his speed and reactions are well above human levels, most likely due to body and armor enhancements. Over aggressiveness in battle seems counterintuitive to standard training. Data suggests that normal opponents may have a higher threat level in comparison to those in our universe. The strength of his weapons support this argument, several of which seem to be largely plasma based. Ability of projectiles to bypass kinetic barriers opens numerous possibilities. The laser based weapon matches the strength of ship-based GUARDIAN lasers and the portability of the device marks it as a high priority item.' And that is just paraphrasing a few sections."

"Fine, you've proved your point," said the ex-Spectre begrudgingly. "But I want you to remember something for me. Next time you get it through your pretty little head to 'test' a super soldier, let me know so I can assign someone to babysit you."

"Commander, that will hardly be necessary," stated Miss Lawson calmly, however the veteran soldier had caught a quick flash of emotion crossing her face that seemed to hint that she would rather launch him out an airlock.

"We'll see," replied the Shepard skeptically as he turned to leave, but before he reached the door, another though occurred to him. "Also, the order still stands. No obtaining or analyzing the Master Chief's belongs, none of this high priority nonsense."

"The advantage that these weapons could give humanity would be priceless," argued the biotic futilely.

"It's all about trust," reasoned Commander Shepard as he turned once more and began to walk out the door. "It's all worth nothing without trust."

He could almost hear Miranda's teeth grinding as the door slid shut.

**OOOO**

_I STILL SAY WE SHOULD KILL THEM ALL,_ screamed Cortana at herselves, yelling seemed to be the only thing this part of her would do. The Chief's reassurances had done little to assuage the fears of this fracture of herself, and the internal arguments had started again almost immediately after their conversation with him. _THEY WILL TAKE US AND DELETE US!_

_He wouldn't allow them to do that_, countered a more logical form of herself. It was beginning to get quite crowded in here, and many parts were wondering how much room there was. _He needs us._

_He loves us_, interjected another fragment nonsensically as she giggled. There were only a handful of these frivolous girlish selves, but every single one got on the nerves of the other fractures.

_We know he's loyal to us_, continued a skeptical half, ignoring the previous interruption. _But what happens when he becomes loyal to them as well. He needs us now, but what will happen then?_

This caused several, if not all rationally able Cortanas to pause and consider the possibilities. Even the angered form was thinking, perhaps only to find a way to further support her arguments, but for a few moments there was silence.

_This will take further data cycles to come to a viable conclusion,_ said a purely logic fracture, breaking the quiet. _We must observe them._

After a few cycles, murmurs of approval began to spread throughout the consensus, with a thunderous AGREED from anger that seemed to seal the deal for all Cortanas. Unanimously taking the initiative, the collective of the UNSC A.I. turned her awareness back to the real world, revealing a Master Chief making his way towards the mess hall. The other humans in the area were casting worried glances his way and beginning to clear out of the area. Even the spined alien, Garrus, yes, that was his name, who had been moving down a walkway from the gun batteries while humming a jaunty tune, nonchalantly turned on his heel and headed back to his abode at the approach of the Spartan.

_They are afraid of him_, stated a fracture obviously as the veteran soldier approached the mess sergeant who, unfortunately for him, could not as easily leave his post. The man was about average in size, but next to a fully armored Chief, he seemed like a child.

"Can I help you, sir?" drawled the man hesitantly, his southern twang apparent, his quivering, even more so. However, before the armored human could respond, a series of heavy footsteps echoed from behind, followed quickly by a shadow that covered the pair.

"Uh, Chief?" warned Cortana, talking to the Master Chief for the first time since their conversation.

"Yeah," deadpanned the veteran as he turned to face the possible threat. "I see him."

**OOOO**

He had hacked the elevator to get down to the engineering deck faster. God knows why he didn't always keep them sped up. The Commander had wanted to go straight down here to catch up with his old friend, but other duties had needed to be accomplished. A small, terrified section of his brain was screaming at the rest of him that he should go back and at least apologize to Miranda, but the rest of him was filled mostly with substances known as sarcasm and cynicism and so promptly squashed out the opposition with a simple "She's a big girl. She'll be fine."

The elevator doors slid open revealing the hulking form of Grunt waiting patiently on the other side. The ex-Spectre had not seen or heard from the Krogan warrior since the incident with the Chief, but it seemed quite calm… too calm.

"Up or down?" asked the veteran soldier nonchalantly as he walked past the heavily armored lizard.

"Down," replied Grunt, twitching ever so slightly.

_He is trying _really_ hard to hide that right now_, thought the Commander, thoroughly amused. The Krogan was itching for action, prompting the engineer to speak up. "You do realize that I don't approve of fights on my ship, right?"

"Yes," countered the tank-bred innocently.

"And the Master Chief is the only being in the cargo hold?"

"Yes," repeated the lizard, the enthusiasm draining from his voice.

"Ah-huh, well, I would be one thoroughly pleased battlemaster if a certain Krogan berserker would go up and attack some food instead of going down to possibly get beat up by a certain Spartan," stated the Commander sweetly, eliciting a reluctant grumble from Grunt. But, the loyal Krogan did as he was bid.

"We'll talk later," added the engineer as the door began to slide shut, leaving him to continue on his way.

As Shepard walked past the stairs that led down into the belly of the ship, he resisted the urge to check up on Jack. If he knew anything about her, and the ex-Spectre liked to entertain the thought that he kind of knew what was going on in that tattooed psychotic's head, he knew that she'd still be brooding over her defeat at the hands of the Spartan. If he went down to try and talk some sense to her, she might very well blow a hole in the side of his ship, and he liked this ship, damn it. Moving forward, the door slid open silently, revealing the familiar voices of a pair of engineers.

"Sae Gabby, whit dae ye think of oir new quarian boss?" asked Kenneth innocently, however, the veteran soldier knew that any statement that started this way with Donnelly turned lewd in a hurry.

"Shh, she's right over there," replied Gabby hurriedly, trying to keep her co-worker from any lecherous thoughts.

"Ach, she cannae hear us wi' 'er head in tha buckit," refuted the Cerberus engineer, bringing a small smile to the Commander's face as he continued to surreptitiously listen in. "Dorn't get me wrang, it's a beautiful buckit. Th' whole suit is lovely, quite snug in aw th' reit places."

"You know I can hear you," interjected Tali from her station, not even bothering to look over at the pair of techies. "Oh, and Shepard, you could have said something."

"Ha!" laughed Gabby, as she turned to look at the newly arrived Shepard.

"What? And rob Mr. Donnelly of one of his pleasant speeches?" quipped the battle engineer as he passed the pair of Cerberus employees, the embarrassed look on Kenneth's face growing brighter at the words as he tried to blend in with his control station.

As he reached the quarian engineer he noticed what she was so engrossed with. She was watching the mission log, the video feed from his helmet cam.

"So," she said after a few moments of silence. "Where did you get _him_?"

"We found him," he replied, knowing exactly which he she was referring to. He was still trying to find an easy way of saying 'Oh look, here's this super soldier from a universe that we happened upon in the infinite vastness of space.'

"Shepard, this isn't one of Liara's archeological digs," answered the quarian flatly, leveling a helmeted gaze directly at him. "You don't just find people like him."

"Well, could we talk in private?" asked the human engineer politely, but as he asked this, Tali began to sign at him. "No no no no. You know I'm terrible with that language. I meant could we talk _somewhere_ in private?"

The quarian nodded towards the engine core room and began to walk in that direction, beckoning for him to follow. He assumed she was also probably laughing under that helmet of hers. She always tried to make him attempt that damn sign language, and he kept trying to tell her that it was the equivalent of dancing with four extra feet and he preferred not to do that.

"Okay, Shepard," started his old friend as they reached the secluding hum of the core room,her arms crossed. "Now what's this secret that you have to tell me?"

"Well… that Master Chief… isn't from around here, so to speak," informed Shepard somewhat sheepishly. There was almost no good way of saying this. "In fact one could go so far as to say that he's… from another universe."

"Keelah, you're joking, right?" replied Tali after several agonizingly long moments. The response was as he had predicted it would be. No one was going to believe any of this without proof.

"You didn't see the ship we found him on, Tali," stated the Commander, trying to sound as serious as he could. "Found it light-years away from any civilization and not a single ounce of eezo on it. The damned thing's almost as big as any ship in the Alliance fleet."

"Plus, if you don't believe that, then let's try this. You've watched the mission log. You've seen what the Chief can do. He beats the shit out of anything the Alliance or Cerberus can produce any day of the week," he added to fill in the awkward silence that followed his initial explanation. "And I know how insane this sounds, I really do, but for right now, I have no other ways of explaining this whole situ-"

"I believe you, Shepard," interrupted the quarian quietly, effectively ending the ex-Spectre's ramblings and leaving him with a surprised look on his face. "We've faced down all kinds of enemies, from rogue Spectres to geth, been around the galaxy, and discovered that an ancient race of sentient machines comes to harvest all advanced life every 50,000 years or so. I trust you. I just had to make sure you weren't trying to get me with one of your attempts at jokes.

"Well, in my defense, that seems like a bit of a stretch of even my imagination," responded the human engineer with a smile, glad to know that he could at least convince a good friend of this ridiculousness. "I'm glad we could get that settled. I was worried that I wouldn't be able to convince you."

"I'm still skeptical, don't get me wrong, Shepard, but, if this is what you believe, then this is what I believe," assured Tali, finally uncrossing her arms.

"Thanks for that," answered the Commander genuinely.

"Any time," replied the alien engineer happily as she began to walk back towards her workstation. "Listen, Shepard, I'm still getting set up down here, but I'd love to you talk later, if you want."

"Sure, sounds great," replied Shepard making his way out of the core room with her. "Oh, and Tali. It's good to have you back."

"It's good to be back," replied his quarian friend, as she reached her station. Nostalgic thoughts began to take over his mind as he made his way out of Engineering. The Commander genuinely missed his previous crew. They were loyal, didn't disobey orders, as much anyway, and, well, there were no obvious psychopaths.

_It was simpler times back then_, he thought as he once more walked past the entrance to Jack's dark domain. The veteran soldier didn't want anything interrupting his pleasant thoughts, but as soon as he reached the elevator, it was as if his desire to be alone was a dinner bell because Zaeed suddenly stormed out of his niche.

"Shepard," exclaimed the mercenary as he strolled over to his employer, an uncharacteristic smile on his face, hand outstretched. "Forget about our little wager?"

_Of course_, thought the engineer humorously. There were only two things that would cause the grizzled veteran to seek out anyone on the ship, a fight or money. "No, I didn't forget, but I gave the mission log the once over. Doesn't look like she shot him."

"Yeah, well looks can be bloody deceiving, Commander," retorted Zaeed, unfazed by Shepard's analysis. "The bitch shot a geth destroyer right in the pack."

"So… like I said, she didn't shoot the Chief," said a slightly confused ex-Spectre.

"It exploded onto big bad," stated the soldier of fortune matter of factly, bewildering the Commander further.

"Wh-th-she didn't shoot him!"

"Splash damage. Helluvah way to win," barked the mercenary with a grunt of a laugh. Not truly wishing to argue with him, the battle engineer reached into his pocket for a credit chit. Slapping the twenty creds into Zaeed's hand, Shepard made his way into the elevator, glad to be once again alone, but before the doors began to close, an evil thought popped into his head.

"Oh, Zaeed. At your earliest convenience, could you make your way up to the comms room for your situational awareness clinic?" asked the ex-Spectre jovially, his smile taking a wicked edge.

"Commander, I thought that was a joke," replied the mercenary flatly, all traces of his smile disappearing from his face and replaced by his normal grimace.

"Oh no no no. EDI has already prepared a spectacular presentation, filled with all kinds of charts and facts. I'd hate to let it all go to waste… you'll love it," countered Shepard sarcastically, waving off the veteran's doubts as he stepped back into the elevator.

"If you think I'm attending that bloody farc-" started Zaeed before the doors cut him off, leaving a now whistling engineer to apply his elevator engine modification in relative peace.

_Well, down to the cargo bay we go_, he thought as the enhanced speed took him down to the lowest level. The door opened swiftly, revealing a silent storage bay, no sign of life anywhere.

"EDI," stated Shepard flatly, as he walked over to one of the A.I.'s holo-panels. "Could you give me the current whereabouts of the Master Chief, please?"

"Certainly, Shepard," deadpanned EDI in response, her form flashing to life upon the podium. "Internal cameras suggest that he has made his way to the mess hall."

"Thank you, EDI," replied the Commander lightheartedly, as he turned on his heel to head back to the elevator. But, before he reached it, realization dawned on who he had just sent to the mess hall. Sprinting to the elevator and slamming in his speed override hack, the human engineer repeatedly pressed the Living Quarters button. His mind began to race as the metal box screamed up its tracks towards its destination. With a ding, the door opened, he could hear shouting, and he began sprinting towards it, repeating a time honored phrase.

"Oh shit."

**Yeah, I did it. Ended with a cliffhanger, but before you start throwing your 'how dare you's at me, I will be writing a short 1000 to 2000 word chapter to sum up the events right after this. I will move as quickly as I can to do so, but what I can say is that reviews can and always will be great motivators. **

**Until next time.**

**Gatekeeper**


	7. Chapter 7

**Author's Note: It took me a little longer than I would have liked to put out this chapter, but here it is. I hope I didn't disappoint any of you.**

**Chapter 6 – The lion, the witch, and the krogan berserker**

Most people in the universe know three basic tips about surviving in galactic society. One, never go anywhere without your universal translator; two, make sure you don't eat food that is actually for species who need alternative protein strains; and three, never deliberately stand in the way of a wrathful krogan These simple facts that were hammered into anyone who planned to travel to exotic locations and intermingle with the locals were right now screaming at Mess Sergeant Rupert to move the hell out of the way, but, despite himself, he stood his ground, rooted firmly by a more primal urge, curiosity.

The Master Chief was casually holding his position in front of the grizzled cook, staring down a snarling twitching Grunt, otherwise known to most people as death. However, it happened to dawn upon Rupert that the Spartan was not in fact most people. And, it also so happened to be that neither was he from this particular reality. It was all there in his stance. Men that stood like this giant human lived by a completely different set of rules; analyze, plan, neutralize.

"You touched my gun," growled the krogan berserker, snapping the cook out of his reverie. The Chief nodded simply in response, not moving an inch otherwise. "No one touches my guns."

The threat was frighteningly clear, but the Mess Sergeant could only watch in awe as the heavily armored human shrugged. This was obviously not the reply that Grunt had wanted to hear, or see, and the humanoid lizard began to quiver with hate and anger. The situation was deteriorating fast, and Rupert, his curiosity finally coming to its senses and turning control of the meat bag over to survival instinct, began to look around wildly for an escape route.

"You got lucky last time," stated the krogan as he advanced a step towards his stoic prey, his eyes narrowing dangerously. "You won't catch me by surprise this time."

_Yep, I reckon it is definitely time to go_, thought the cook as he began to move toward the safe path he had just spotted, taking great pains to move slowly and steadily so as to not be noticed. As he reached the edge of his workstation, he gave it one last once over. There were a lot of his private reserves hidden in those cupboards and part of him truly tried to force himself back to grab a few, but Grunt's sudden charge closed any argument. _I'm going to miss that kitchen._

**OOOO**

"Uh, Chief? Now would be a really great time to move," suggested Cortana worriedly as the pair watched the krogan dart forward. The Spartan's adrenaline had already kicked in, and to him the large beast was moving as if through water. From the moment Grunt had stalked up behind him, he had known there would be trouble. Too much of his body language had screamed hostility.

Waiting until the last possible second, the Spartan sidestepped the charging krogan as Grunt's tremendous momentum carried him into and through the small kitchen's counter. Grunting in anger, the slightly dazed berserker shook himself of debris and began to rise, but the Master Chief quickly darted in and slammed the large alien to the floor.

"Stand down," stated the Chief as he held the squirming humanoid against the ground. The armored lizard merely growled in response as he tried to press himself upward, but the veteran soldier's grip held firm.

"_RIP HIS HEAD OFF, CHIEF!_" screamed Cortana within his helmet, startling the armored human for a fraction of a second and giving Grunt the moment he needed to get his feet under him.

"Cortana. Not. Helping," growled the Spartan into the internal comms as he readjusted his hold on the hulking krogan.

"_Sorry, Chief. We got a little carried away,_" replied the A.I., her voice a whisper. "_He's not going to stop, though. You need to try something a little more… deliberate._"

She was right. If this alien hadn't been an ally, this battle could have already been over, but there were only so many non-lethal methods to subdue a creature like this, and he doubted that the trick he had used last time would work again. This time, Grunt had more anger driving him.

"Ideas?" questioned the lifelong soldier as he gave the krogan berserker a swift jab in the side.

"_Analyzing_," stated Cortana, her voice distant as she began scanning all available databases. "_Amazing. These creatures truly are a marvel of nature. If_-"

"Later," emphasized the Chief, reminding her that there were more pressing issues than academic curiosity at the moment; subduing a metric ton of enraged alien to name one.

"_Right. Extranet data shows few physical weaknesses. Honestly, it's a wonder that you were able to knock him out the first time_." She was trailing off again, but a grunt from the Spartan brought her back to focus. "_However, reports do show that trying to pry up the plates on top of his head will provoke results. Supposedly krogan, and I'm quoting here, 'fear this above all else._'"

_Interesting_, thought the Master Chief as he shifted himself so that he could grip the ridges on top of Grunt's head with ease. As his fingers found purchase, he began to pull slightly. The effect was immediate as the humanoid tensed up suddenly, dangerously still.

"What are you doing?!" asked the large lizard. It was the first logical sentence that he had spoken in earshot of the Spartan. Seeing this influence, the veteran soldier tugged a little harder, eliciting a throaty growl from the armored alien, but nothing else.

"Enough?" deadpanned the Chief as he applied more force to the plate; just to remind the krogan what options he truly had. However, before Grunt could begin to respond, a familiar Spectre dashed into view.

"Break it up you to. Now!" barked the Commander, his tone brooking no argument, and the Chief, responding immediately to the order, was inclined to give none. Grunt, however, took a few more moments to regain his feet, one hand running over the ridged plates on his head. The large alien was no longer snarling. The fight, it seemed, had left him for now. "Good. Now I'm not going to ask who started this little excursion, although I could probably hazard a guess. What I am going to do is place some restrictions."

Shepard had begun to pace between the two former combatants, observing each in turn.

"Until you two can learn to get along without destroying your surroundings," continued the ex-Spectre, emphasizing the statement with a nod in the direction of the dearly departed kitchen counter. "You two are to stay a minimum of one floor away from each other. My darling assistant, EDI, shall help enforce this rule in case either of you are in danger of breaking it. Is this understood?"

"Yes sir," responded the Spartan automatically. It did not matter much to him whether he saw the krogan or not. From what he could tell, Grunt was a loose cannon whose self-control was held on by a thread at the best of times, and, as if to emphasize that point, the armored alien stomped off in the direction of the elevators without so much of a word in response to the Commander.

"Well, that could have gone worse," said Shepard, exhaling a sigh of relief as the krogan berserker disappeared around a corner. "That was a nice move you pulled there, sobered him up in a hurry… Where'd you learn it?"

"Extranet," replied the armored human, provoking a snort of amusement from the other veteran.

"And to think that I had to talk with Zaeed for an hour to hear about that one," stated the smaller human, a small smile plastered on his face. "Just a warning though. That might work against a single krogan, but if you try that in front of a group of them, well, let's just say that it is extremely inadvisable."

"Understood, Commander."

"Perfect. Now, if you'll excuse me," started the ex-Spectre as he walked past the Spartan. "I have a krogan to diffuse."

"_Well, he's not exactly orthodox,_" interjected Cortana as the pair watched the Commander leave. The rest of the crew was beginning to come out from their impromptu shelters. "_But we like him. He doesn't seem like the A.I. frying sort._"

"You're not exactly orthodox either," countered the Master Chief offhandedly as he searched the crew for a more familiar face.

"_Careful, Chief, or we may think that you're beginning to develop a sense of humor,_" replied the A.I. sarcastically. "_Oh, and if you're looking for the Mess Sergeant, he's right there at 4'o'clock._"

The grizzled cook was looking forlornly at the remnants of his kitchen. Ingredients had exploded outward from the storage beneath the counter, and many seemed like they would not be useable any longer. Krogan rampages had a tendency to leave few survivors or unbroken items. To his credit, however, Sergeant Gardner did manage to tear his gaze away from the spoiled foodstuffs at the approach of the Spartan.

"You're still looking for food, huh?" questioned the Sergeant, receiving a nod from the Chief in response. Sighing, the smaller man looked around at his leftovers once more. "Well… I think I can whip something together…"

**OOOO**

"What the hell is happening to you?" asked the Commander angrily as he stormed into Grunt's chamber. "You're tearing the ship apart just to settle a score."

"Something… is wrong, Shepard," admitted the large krogan as he paced nervously around the storage room. "I've been beat by a human… twice. I knew I shouldn't have challenged him like that. But I did. I feel wrong. Tense. I just want to kill something. With my hands."

The ex-Spectre watched the armored alien stride towards the lone window in the room, not wanting to interrupt the informative rant.

"More so than usual, like it's not my choice. Like I just want to, I don't know..." suddenly the humanoid head-butted the glass, causing spider web cracks to form all along its pane. "See? Why do that? What's wrong?"

"You know, honestly, this is such a change from your usual behavior," admitted the veteran human after a few seconds of contemplation. "'Pure' krogan probably starts more aggressive than most."

"Doesn't matter if it's normal. I'm not. I'm not used to this… noise," countered Grunt, towering over the smaller form of the Commander. "I want control. When we're moving, fighting, I focus. But here, my blood screams, my plates itch, and even you are just noise! I'm tank-born. What is this?"

This was a genuine problem, and the ex-Spectre was almost happy that the Master Chief had helped him find it before it was too late. On the other hand though, he was not, and would never claim to be, an expert on the krogan species. He had databases for that.

"EDI, anything in your files about krogan diseases that could cause this?" he asked the A.I., hoping that she might have a simple answer.

"Cerberus has a number of autopsies on file, but nothing on a living krogan of this age and situation. Krogan are reluctant to share medical records," informed the intelligence quickly.

"Well, that was less then helpful," admitted Shepard as he stared Grunt in the eye. "Sounds like we need one of your kind to look into this. You got any ideas?"

"Most offworld krogan are warriors. Doctors don't leave the homeworld,Tuchanka," replied the heavily armored krogan, he was calming down at least for now. "I won't ask you to go there. I will control this."

"While I do appreciate the sentiment of force of will, I think it would be in all of our best interests if we took a little trip to the krogan homeworld. Joker will take us there after our business on Illium is finished. Can you handle that?"

"Thank you, Shepard. I don't like this. Fury is my choice, not a sickness," confessed the alien, somewhat reluctantly. Grunt was not and would never be the touchy feely type. "I will not be replaced."

"What do you mean?" asked the Commander, surprised by the admission.

"The Spartan. He is better, more effective. I cannot beat him now, like this," answered the armored humanoid instantly, head bowed, fists clenched.

"The Master Chief has his uses and you still have yours. We will fix you and you will come out better and stronger," barked the ex-Spectre, adopting a tone that his old drill instructor would have been proud of. "You are a perfect krogan… act like it."

"Yes, battlemaster," growled Grunt, some of his anger returning.

"Good, now remember. Until this little problem gets fixed, stay away from the Chief."

"And after?" inquired the hulking krogan, a dangerous gleam coming to his eyes.

"We'll see," implied Shepard, not exactly wanting to deny the armored alien while he looked like he was ready to bite something. As he turned to leave, Grunt's creepily slow laughter began to echo throughout the storage room, causing the Commander to grow ponderous as he walked slightly faster towards the exit.

_Well… I may have just made things worse…_

**Next Chapter: Chapter 7 – A Chief, a turian, and a biotic walk into a bar…**
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**Next Chapter: Chapter 7 – A Chief, a turian, and a biotic walk into a bar…**

"Fear makes strangers of people who would be friends."

**I do not own Mass Effect or Halo :/**

**Chapter 7 – A Chief, a turian, and a biotic walk into a bar…**

_The geth had hit them as soon as they had landed, surrounding them with ease. The team's cover was slowly dissolving, and Shepard was quickly running out of options. Setting off another cryoblast, the Commander turned to survey what was fast becoming a hopeless situation._

_ Tali and Garrus were giving the synthetics hell, but their numbers seemed too great. The machines just had them at too many angles. Things couldn't possibly get worse, but fate, like death, being at heart a small cocky school boy with a Napoleon complex, promptly rose to the challenge. A thunderous impact echoed behind the ex-Spectre, causing him to quickly jerk in that direction._

Oh great_, he thought as he saw the Colossus rise out from the dust cloud, its sole eye glowing evilly. The large synthetic began to charge its main gun, heaping its own not so insignificant attack onto the world of troubles that Shepard and his team had already reluctantly accumulated. Closing his eyes, the Commander waited for the end._

_ However, the blow never came. In fact, all the gunshots that had been echoing throughout the valley had ceased. The human engineer cracked open an eye, revealing a smoking hole that stretched clean through the Geth Colossus._

_ The machine, apparently as confused as the veteran soldier, turned its head from side to side, searching for the unseen threat. What it found was a Master Chief posed stoically with his laser on a hill that Shepard could have sworn hadn't been there a second ago. At the sight of the Chief, the large machine turned tail and fled, yipping in a high pitched voice, "IT'S THE DEMON!"_

_ The remaining synthetics quickly followed suit by dropping their weapons and repeating the same phrase as they ran nonsensically in circles. The Commander's waking mind, however, having just analyzed that this was a dream and had long since run its proper course, promptly jolted awake._

"That's it… no more stims before bed."

**The above idea originated by **kitsune of darkfire in a review

**OOOO**

The past few days following the incident with Grunt had passed fairly quickly, leaving the Master Chief to follow an accustomed routine. In the morning he exercised, proceeding to crisply run through a regimen that would leave most normal men in a coma of exhaustion and in the afternoon he ran through weapons maintenance and testing drills, all the while Cortana interrupted him every hour or so to share some data that she had deemed fascinating. The crew continued to avoid him while he made his periodic food runs, but he was used to that. It was familiar, orderly, and the Chief was fond of it, but today had been different.

Today, Cortana had insisted upon remaining on the living quarter's deck as he ate his meal, arguing that a change of scenery would be good for both of them. Today, as the heavily armored human removed his helmet and began to tuck into his meal, a red haired female member of the crew decided to introduce herself.

"Master Chief? Hi, I'm Yeoman Kelly Chambers. I don't think we've been properly introduced," said the woman happily as she pulled out a seat across from him.

"Ma'am," replied the Spartan, nodding his greeting as he took another bite of his meal.

"Oh, you don't have to call me ma'am. Call me Kelly," answered the Yeoman quickly, an amused expression growing on her face. Natural conversationalists might have noted the comment as an attempt to break the ice and would have gladly accepted the change in decorum to avoid an awkward situation, but the armored human only stared in response. After a few moments of stubborn silence, Kelly Chambers sighed, her smile fading slightly. "The others said you might be difficult."

Grunting in reply, the giant man turned back to his meal, thinking, and slightly hoping, that the conversation was over, but Miss Chambers, who had already proven herself more adventurous then most of the other crew members kept going despite the current hurdle.

"I serve as the counselor here on the Normandy," said the psychologist suddenly, desperately trying to captivate the attention of the armored human. "Normally I'd have a starting point with something from your dossier, but that's not going to work in your case. I was wondering, do you mind if I ask you a few question-"

"I don't need a psych eval," interrupted the Chief, not bothering to take his eyes of his rapidly diminishing meal.

"I never said anything about a psychological evalua-" started Kelly before she was once again cutoff by the Spartan.

"You implied," pointed out the huge man as he finished his food, fixed her with a gaze that most would have seen as 'I'm not stupid', and began to get up out of his seat.

"Okay, that's fair, but we're just trying to get to know you," retorted the Yeoman truthfully, watching the armored giant carefully. As he grabbed his helmet and turned to leave, she hurriedly called out to him. "Don't you care what the others think of you?"

The question caused the Spartan to pause for a moment and turn back towards the Normandy's psych expert. After locking gazes with Miss Chambers for a few moments and watching a modicum of hope begin to grow there, he reached deep into his bag of social nuances and pulled forth a shrug. Kelly began speaking rapidly into her omnitool as he once more turned to leave.

"_You have a knack for socializing, do you know that?_" stated Cortana sarcastically, as the Chief locked his helmet into its proper place.

"She was going to ask questions," countered the Spartan smoothly as he stepped into the elevator and hit the button for the cargo bay.

"_Terrifying._"

"With classified answers," continued the Master Chief, knowing full well that the A.I. agreed with his assessment. His response, however, still caused the sentient program to sigh before responding.

"_We know_," replied Cortana, sadly. "_We just… worry about you sometimes, Chief_."

"I'm fine, Cortana," said the giant human, not wanting to show even a moment of weakness to the A.I. She needed him to be a rock, now more than ever, and he would not fail her. "I promise."

"_Promises upon promises,_" whispered the program cryptically, almost too soft for the Spartan to hear. She had begun whispering to herself every once in a while and denying it any time he brought it up. He had learned it was best to just let her be during these episodes. She'd snap out of it sooner or later.

Suddenly, as the armored human stepped out of the elevator, Cortana jumped back into reality, adopting an entirely different frame of mind.

"_Guess what I found today_?" she asked randomly, her voice bubbly with excitement, almost taking him aback. She was perhaps one of the only beings who could still surprise him. "….. _this is the part where you say 'what?'…_"

**OOOO**

The Commander hated mornings. This was an unshakeable constant that he had experienced ever since he was a child. It was not that he had not tried. In fact, a staggering amount of experiments to change this outlook had been attempted, but, despite anything he attempted, he still awoke every morning feeling like he'd made the unfortunate decision to down a bottle of ryncol. Overall, it was baffling how sleeping could feel so good and, yet, yield this disastrous result.

However, regardless of his misgivings on the topic of mornings, it was still important for the ex-Spectre to function properly. And, so, after taking a double dose of stims, the veteran soldier moved triumphantly, albeit somewhat groggily, towards the cockpit. Surprisingly, there was no argument already in progress between the room's two inhabitants.

"Gooooood morning, Commander. You're looking bright eyed and bushy tailed," said Joker happily as he swerved his seat around to face the engineer.

"Morn," mumbled Shepard in response, still waiting for the stims to fully kick in.

"No, that's not it. It's more of a glow, almost radiance," continued the pilot sarcastically. The Commander had heard there were people who could wake up fresh as a daisy, he both feared and despised them for this witchcraft. Joker was one of them, and the veteran soldier couldn't yet handle cheeriness of that magnitude. However, before the human engineer could think of a proper poly-syllabic response, EDI's avatar popped into life on her holo panel.

"Internal scans indicate that the Commander is not irradiated," interrupted the A.I. in her usual deadpan, causing a brief silence to rule over the room.

"Thank you, Buzz-Kill-9000," replied the handicapped human with a sigh, his sudden sorrow or maybe the stims waking up the ex-Spectre immensely. Taking a second to shake his head at the dense artificial intelligence, the pilot turned back to Shepard. "What are you smiling at?"

"Me? I'm powered by people's tears," answered the ex-Spectre cynically, his grin growing even wider.

"I always thought there was something off about you," retorted Joker, playing along with the gag, but the enjoyment was short lived.

"Shepard, human biology suggests dietary deficiencies with this plan in nutrition," interjected EDI again; the lack of understanding was palpable.

"Thank. You. EDI," replied the Commander and Joker in unison, silencing and forbidding the A.I.'s failed participation in the alien world of sarcasm.

"So, what can I help you with?" asked the pilot after a few awkward moments of silence.

"What's the ETA to Illium?"

"That's it? You came all the way down here for that? I thought it would be something a little more important. Maybe saving an innocent but extremely 'open-minded' asari princess-" started Joker, but seeing the look that Shepard was giving him caused him to pause and rethink his course of action mid-tirade. "I guess all the fun got sucked out of the room when EDI left. We'll be arriving on the hour."

"Thanks, Joker," answered the veteran engineer with a smile. "Also, could you tell Grunt and Jack to suit up?"

"You sure you want Grunt watching your back right now, Commander? He's been extra…. Grunt-y lately," suggested the handicapped human, only half joking.

"I'll be fine," replied Shepard confidently as he turned to leave, all weariness having finally left his body. "He just needs to stretch his legs a bit, take in the sights, and maybe bash some mercenaries' skulls in. You know… the usual."

"If you say so, Commander," answered the pilot as he swiveled back around to face the controls. He had disregarded the controls for far too long, and he was loath to let EDI drive for longer than necessary.

Leaving the cock pit's atmosphere of sarcasm and cynicism behind, the ex-Spectre took in a deep calming breath. He was alert, his brain firing on all cylinders, and now the engineer could finally begin to take in the serenity of his surroundings without the disparaging taint of morning. Cerberus staff dashed to and fro, busy as bees in their preparation for dock. The clever bastards always seemed to work harder right before shore leave or when he descended from his quarters.

_It's as if they think that I can fire them_, thought the Commander sardonically, knowing that that power lay solely in the hands of Miss Lawson. There was, however, a time where he might have fired at them, but those days were gone, for now. Besides, he'd never been the sacking type, choosing instead the nobler path of undermining their very being until they cracked.

Speaking of possible mental disorders, a certain fiery headed psychologist was walking diligently toward him, a concerned look plastered across her face. That very same look seemed to always herald the coming of a familiar five word sentence.

"Commander, we need to talk," stated Kelly predictably, halting directly in front of him, arms crossed.

"Yes?" answered Shepard innocently, not knowing what he could have possibly done wrong.

"It's about the Master Chief," continued the Yeoman, speaking those words as if he should already know what she was going to say. "From what I've gleaned from the others and personal interaction, he shows textbook antisocial behavior with possible mild sociopathic tendencies."

"Meaning…?"

"Meaning that without any clear background data on the Spartan, I can't reassure the crew that they'll be safe," replied Kelly Chambers emphatically.

"Well, Jack and Grunt aren't exactly saints, and you've been doing fine with them," countered the Commander slightly annoyed. He didn't like it when someone questioned his team, even if they were new.

"Jack has a dossier that I can work from, and Grunt has actually been fine up until a week ago," reasoned the Yeoman, not giving an inch. "You need to talk to him, now."

"I…" started the ex-Spectre, searching for a way out. He was not exactly used to hearing orders from a subordinate.

"_Landfall in twenty minutes_," announced EDI suddenly over the comms as if summoned by his inability to think up a proper excuse.

"Oh, would you look at that," continued the veteran engineer as he made his way back towards the elevator and ultimately his quarters, leaving a flabbergasted Kelly behind, "time to walk the krogan."

**OOOO**

"Did you know that these 'asari' can live to be a thousand years old?" asked Cortana rhetorically, as the Chief set about cleaning his weapons, again. One could never be too familiar with your weapons. "Imagine the possible advances in human longevity by studying their species?"

The Master Chief was listening only halfheartedly. Most of the information that the A.I. found was useless in battle, and he left the recording directly to her. However, every once in a while, the sentient program pulled forth a gem, which he memorized immediately. It had been hammered into him as a child to know thy enemy, and he had never stopped living by that code.

"Chief?" asked Cortana suddenly, tearing him from his musings. "We landed an hour ago."

"Yes," answered the armored human, awaiting the actual question she would inevitably ask.

"And we've been stuck on this ship for almost a week," continued the A.I. persisting to beat around the bush. Finally, after a few seconds of awkward silence, the sentient program stated her request. "Do you think you could show some girls a good time, and take us for a nice stroll on an alien planet?"

This sudden appeal caused the Chief to pause for a moment. From what Cortana had told him, he was the only person still on board, the others having quickly rushed onto the planet to enjoy their brief bout of freedom.

"Come on, Chief. You know you need some shore leave," added his friend when he refused to answer immediately.

_Shore leave?_ Now there was a word that he had not heard in a long time. The very action seemed almost alien to him. The Master Chief had been allocated free time very rarely during the Human-Covenant war, jumping from battle to battle always took precedence over relaxation. But any shore leave that he had ever been given had been used spending time with his fellow Spartans in the local barracks. This kind of freedom felt wrong in a way that he could not properly analyze.

"Okay, fine, we need some shore leave, but being as we can't very well walk out of here ourselves, we need you to carry us," pleaded Cortana innocently, trying to tug on his heart strings.

"Fine," conceded the Spartan as he grabbed up a couple of rifles to take with him, securing the others in one of his containers.

"You probably should leave those behind," insinuated the A.I., shocking him for a moment. It was one thing for her to ask him to move among the general populace, it was another to ask him to do so without weapons.

"Cortana…"

"No, don't Cortana us! We've already seen what you can do to people in this universe with just your hands. We think you'll be fine without you clubs," countered the sentient program condescendingly before he even had time to state his case. "Besides, you don't want to look suspicious, do you? You've got to blend in."

"I'm in assault armor," retorted the Master Chief, indicating the glaring flaw in the whole blending in strategy.

"Exactly, and you don't need guns attracting any more attention," responded his friend lightly. "Well, it's either that or try and walk around without your armor."

"Point taken," said the Spartan immediately. After wearing the suit almost constantly for over two decades, Mjolnir had become a part of him. The very thought of walking around in public without what could very well be argued as his second skin felt wrong.

"We knew you'd see things our way eventually," gloated Cortana as the armored human proceeded to make his way through the ship towards the air lock, pausing for a moment in front of the door. Going forth and interacting with civilian life was not exactly a common occurrence in a Spartan-II's day planner.

"Don't worry," stated the A.I., sensing his hesitation. "We'll keep the big bad civies from infecting you."

**OOOO**

"Why do we even need an asari anyways?" muttered Grunt as he followed the Commander down the corridor. He'd been following Shepard for over an hour now, and he still hadn't killed a damn thing. The feeling was back, that incontrollable itch that threatened to take over his body and whisper insanity into his mind. The armored lizard needed to kill something soon, and this mission so far seemed like a bust. "Last thing we need is another squishy?"

"Squishy?" asked the veteran human curiously, turning slightly as he walked so he could look at the large alien. A small smile had grown on his face in puzzlement at the obscure term.

"Non-krogan," answered Grunt simply, twitching ever so slightly. He could hear a slight commotion up ahead, and a more primitive portion of his mind drove his bloodlust into overdrive.

"Oh, of course," replied the Commander, only mildly surprised, his smile broadening. "So, what you're saying is that we need more krogan onboard?"

"Just what we need… more lizards," interjected Jack, her voice dripping sarcasm.

"Didn't ask you," answered the krogan vehemently, rounding on the biotic, giving her a dangerous glare. He didn't like being second guessed by a female.

"Hey! Down boy! Don't make me get the spray bottle," threatened the human engineer jokingly as he positioned himself directly between Jack and Grunt. That annoying grin was plastered onto his battlemaster's face.

"Damned human expressions," mumbled the armored lizard, not exactly knowing what Shepard meant but standing down regardless. Honestly, he didn't care what the Commander told him as long as he got to kill something in the end.

"And to answer your question, we need the justi-," started the ex-Spectre before the sound of crashing glass filled the hall. Staring at each other for a moment, the trio quickly dashed to the end of the corridor, a flying asari body rushing to meet them as they crossed the threshold. On Illium, only two things were known to fly on purpose, people and spacecraft, and strong biotics tended to be the cause of the former. "I do believe we're at the right place."

Dead eclipse mercenaries littered the room, their heads all turned at highly inadvisable angles. There were, however, two asari still alive in the room, but that seemed very likely to change as an oddly garbed asari had the last live merc pinned by the throat under her heel.

"Find peace in the embrace of the goddess," stated the Justicar emotionlessly as she twisted her heel in a very unasari-like manner, crushing the life from her final opponent. This sight, being not exactly what Grunt had come to expect on this peaceful world, caused the large humanoid to stare in quiet surprise. Before he could cover up his astonishment however, Shepard leaned over to whisper to him.

"That's why."

**OOOO**

"_You know, you could at least act a little happier about getting some fresh air,_" suggested Cortana as the Master Chief reluctantly took his first steps onto Illium. Answering only with a shrug, the Spartan gazed around the dock. The only other inhabitants at this section of the port seemed to be a pair of security mechs standing guard at the door. "_Fine, well mush on caveman, and try not to hurt anyone._"

Grunting a small laugh, the veteran human complied and made his way towards the only open exit. He still didn't like the idea of walking around civilians, especially alien ones, but he would manage for his ailing friend. However, just as the armored human rounded the corner, he collided with a hurrying asari, knocking her over completely.

"_Well that didn't take long,_" joked the A.I. as the Master Chief offered the dazed humanoid a hand, who, after seeing the hulking form of the Spartan, bit back what looked to be a particularly nasty remark and took the assistance instead.

"Are you one of Shepard's then?" asked the asari while she brushed any dust from her clothes.

"Yes, ma'am," replied the super soldier, it was true in a sense. After a few awkward moments of silence where the Chief suspected the alien was waiting for him to introduce himself, she continued.

"I thought Shepard wasn't working with the Alliance." The asari paused again, and a normal person might have seen the unasked question in those words. The Master Chief, however, being as close to normal as a krogan pacifist, just continued to stare, and after a few more seconds of social chicken, the blue humanoid finally let out a sigh. "Where does he find you lot?"

The entirety of the Chief's remaining responses could be summed up into three actions.

Shrug.

"I'm assuming Shepard is off on some mission," inferred the asari, her exasperation now clearly visible on her face. "Could you give him a message?"

Nod.

"Tell him Liara would like a word with him when he gets a chance."

Nod.

"Thank you,' replied the blue alien with a glare that communicated anything but gratitude before turning on heel and storming off.

"_See, you come out in the fresh air every once in a while and you start making friends…"_

**OOOO**

"Do you feel like talking now?" asked the Commander pleasantly, his smile unwavering.

"…I...won't be bullied… by the likes…. of you," rasped the volus, who was, at the moment suspended upside down in the air in front of the ex-Spectre, not even trying to struggle against the biotic field. The small fat alien was content with waiting for Jack to run out of energy, regardless of how long it would take. It only made sense that simple biotic coercion methods wouldn't work on a planet filled with natural biotics, but the veteran human had wanted to try anyways. Jack was beginning to get as murderous a gleam in her eye as Grunt, that glare that only seemed to boil to the surface when either of the two psychopaths got bored.

"Is that your final answer?" asked Shepard, silently hoping that it wasn't.

"…Yes…,"said the volus, crossing his arms defiantly.

"Well I am just sorry to hear that," stated the Commander, not dropping his chipper attitude for a moment. "You see my friend over here, let's refer to him as Mr. Grunt, gets a little angry when people don't answer my questions. And when Mr. Grunt gets angry, he gets hungry… you won't like him when he's hungry…"

At the prompting, Grunt made his way forward slowly, a grin spreading wide across his features.

"… You wouldn't … dare… Earth-clan," said Pitne For as his respirator began to work at more rapid intervals. The volus had also begun to struggle against his biotic bonds, succeeding only in spinning in the air and amusing Jack further. "There… are officers… right there!"

"I'm sure you'll find that they are 'conveniently indisposed' at the moment," countered Shepard casually.

"Never tried volus before," interjected the large krogan as he closed in on his now frantically struggling prey. "Heh… heh… heh…"

"Alright!... Alright!... I smuggled a chemical… onto Illium that boosts… biotic powers in combat… It also is toxic… I may have… um…. Forgotten to mention that… to the Eclipse… So they are… perturbed… and want to kill me," wheezed the rotund alien, its respirator sounding like an obese child after a physical exam.

"You've been in the Eclipse base. What do you remember?"

"It's a series… of docking bays… where the Eclipse… keep their private ships… They're well-armed,… and they've got…mechs," continued the rasping alien. He was starting to catch his breath a bit. "And they're all murderers… Every one of them… kills someone as… part of their initiation. I… happen to have… made a copy of their…. pass card… You're… welcome to have… it."

"Thank you for your time," stated the engineer pleasantly as he grabbed the card and signaled for Jack to release him. As he turned to leave, the Commander noticed Grunt still had yet to back off from the terrified volus. "Coming Grunt?"

"Yeah, I heard ya," replied the hulking humanoid, reluctantly turning away from what could have been a delicacy.

"Don't worry," assured Shepard as the squad made their way towards the elevator. "You two'll have plenty to kill at the eclipse base."

This yielded an excited "Fuck yeah" from the psychotic biotic as they entered the elevator, but Grunt remained quiet for a few moments.

"Shepard?" asked the krogan, breaking his contemplative silence.

"Yes?"

"I'm hungry," stated the armored alien simply.

"Well…I…shit," replied the ex-Spectre gracefully with a sigh. "Can you hold it?"

"_Shepard_," repeated Grunt as he fixed the Commander with a glare. "_I'm hungry_."

"I'll take you somewhere after the mission… on me," bargained Shepard. As much as he liked to joke about the krogan's appetite, Grunt did not exactly act pleasantly when experiencing hunger. "Just don't decide to 'snack' during the mission."

"Bu-"

"You heard me."

"Aww, c'mon, Commander. Grunt's a growing boy," pleaded Jack, only half joking.

"You know exactly what happened last time," asserted Shepard, pointing a finger directly at the biotic. He was beginning to grow a little annoyed. "And I would absolutely prefer not to throw up during the mission."

Silence ruled over the elevator for a few seconds after the ex-Spectre's outburst, the human psychopath not wanting to push any more buttons for now. Grunt, on the other hand…

"Heh… heh… heh… humans.

**OOOO**

The Master Chief had been wandering the streets and walkways of Illium for almost an hour, and still he had yet to feel at ease. It was too peaceful here, too quiet. The Spartan had long grown accustomed to the constant background of war and hearing anything else was just odd. The civilians waded around him casually, most not even bothering him with a second glance. Yet another event he was unaccustomed to. It was all so alien to him. He just wanted to go back to the ship, back to what he knew.

Cortana, on the other hand, had not stopped talking since they had adventured into the city. All the new data, that she had found on the extranet was now being seen firsthand, and the A.I. was somewhere between surprise and intrigue. She had already postulated and debunked several hypotheses in her constant dialogue with herself, only pausing every so often to gauge the chief's opinion before shooting it down entirely.

He didn't even try and stop her from talking, assuming that, as always, she needed to work matters out on her own. Although at times her new types of personalities did show, he tried to make her think he hadn't noticed. The way Cortana was now might be the way she stayed, and the Master Chief would be damned before alienating his last friend. Besides, it was finally time to head back towards the ship.

Funny, he could go into combat in the blink of an eye without remorse, but the thought of walking around 'normal' beings set him on edge. They were almost back to the docks when the A.I. noticed a familiar spined alien at the bar.

"_Looks like Garrus was quick to make friends… even if it was with the bottom of a glass_," joked Cortana, drawing the Spartan's attention over to the turian. "_You could go say 'hi._'"

"Pass," stated the Chief, but before he could turn and walk away, the turian turned around and spotted the armored giant. A flick of surprise and nervousness flashed over the Archangel's face, but regardless, Garrus waved for him to come over.

"_Oh, guess you've been caught_," taunted his friend, receiving a dissatisfied grunt in answer. "Just go over for a few minutes. Be polite."

"And talk…?" asked the super soldier who was still at arms with conversing with aliens, regardless of how friendly they might be.

"Oooo, the 'T' word," replied Cortana, her tone mockingly serious. After a few moments, where upon the Spartan still refused to move, the A.I. continued. "Fine. Don't think of it as talking, although I know how much you love doing that, think of it as… liberal debriefing."

Reluctantly, the Chief made his way towards Garrus, knowing that he'd never hear the end of it if he went against Cortana's insistence.

"Atta boy."

**OOOO**

With a pleasant ding, the elevator reached the floor of the eclipse base, opening wide its doors to release its inhabitants. The lone LOKI mech left to guard the room was shot down before it even stood to its full height.

The Commander was a firm believer in having a sense of righteous fury during any mission, and the base wasn't even trying to make excuses. After surveying the room, which was filled with crates and containers of what could only be the Minagen X3, Shepard reached the conclusion that the place was a disappointing shithole that most likely deserved to be expunged. But, while he was in relative peace, at least for the moment, he decided he'd take a look at the cargo that Pitne For had warned him about.

The highly toxic biotic enhancement sat in translucent containers around the room. The vessels looked to be cheap, and he was proved right after walking away several feet and watching the resulting torrent of spray and gas after he unloaded a couple of rounds into it.

"I think it goes beyond saying that you should stay away from these," warned Shepard, looking directly at Jack, who, perhaps because it had exploded, was drawn within a few inches of the cloud.

"Relax, Shepard. It's supposed to be biotic enhancement," replied the convict, dismissively plunging a hand into the cloud before removing it and channeling a bit of energy into her fist. The biotic glow seemed brighter than usual.

"And do we remember about the unfortunate side effect?" questioned the engineer simply. The face of the container might as well have stated, 'Warning! Side effects include death. If you're a biotic, and, Jack, we're talking to you here, do not touch.' For all the difference it would have made.

"I am an unfortunate side effect," answered Jack in kind, the look she leveled at him easily portraying one of her favorite sayings, 'Fuck off.' The Commander didn't know how to respond to that one. And, after a few moments of opening and closing his mouth silently, he opted to just keep it shut, lest some insect fly in and make him look like even more the fool.

"Enough talk. Let's kill something," interjected Grunt as he stormed towards the nearest door, his shotgun already out. Jack followed quickly behind, leaving the ex-Spectre alone for a hand full of contemplative seconds. There was something special about these two, and that phrase was not thought using any normal definition.

_Well,_ thought the human engineer with a snort of laughter as he finally followed the two killers who were surprisingly waiting patiently at the door. _When in Rome._

**OOOO**

"Sit, relax for a while," offered Garrus when the Chief was only a few feet away. The hulking human looked over the proffered chair for a moment before fixing the turian with a visored glare, the question obvious. "That seat'll hold a krogan… I'm sure you should be fine."

Silently, the Spartan took his seat, the chair groaning in protest but otherwise holding firm.

"If he breaks it, it goes on your tab, Vakarian," droned Matriarch Aethyta from behind the counter. Her eyes were fixed directly on the hulking human as she polished a glass.

"Gladly," replied Garrus politely, albeit reluctantly, not even bothering to argue. He had learned the last time he'd been on Illium why the bartender kept no bouncers on staff.

"Is the walking armor going to have anything?" asked the bartender. She had yet to take her eyes off of the Spartan's visor. The biotic hated it when patrons wore helmets here.

"No," replied the huge human simply, not backing down from the Matriarch's gaze.

_Huh. First human soldier I've met who didn't drink_, thought the turian as he quickly searched his mind for a way to stop the two from mental jousting. "Why don't you just bring him a glass of water… on me." _Smooth, Vakarian…_

"Big spender, eh?" joked Aethyta with a chuckle as she finally turned away from the Spartan, fetching the 'drink'. Turning back, the asari placed down the only glass in the whole vicinity that actually contained a healthy liquid. She fixed Garrus with a smirk before continuing. "Sure your buddy can handle it?"

"Funny, I thought a Matriarch would know the answer to that," countered the turian, politely asking her to piss off. The asari took the hint and went back to her cleaning. Garrus could still see her keeping an eye on the two of them though. It was what she did, she was always listening, and the former C-Sec officer had yet to figure out whether that was a good or bad thing.

Turning back to the Chief revealed the Spartan staring patiently at him through that impenetrable face mask of his, helping to produce several awkward moments wherein Garrus racked his brain for what 'should' have been easy small talk.

"Sooooo, how're you finding Illium?" asked the turian finally. It wasn't much of a question, but it was a start.

"Different," replied the giant human simply. The turian formally known as Archangel waited, like so many others had before, to see if he would continue. He didn't, leaving Garrus fumbling once more for something to say.

"Find anything interesting?" prompted the ex-C-Sec employee desperately. The answering shrug shot down any hopes that the question would finally spark an actual conversation. _Shit…_

Garrus was not in any way an amateur when it came to social interaction, usually differing to his trademark dry sarcasm, but the Master Chief threw him off. He'd seen the official report that the Spartan had given. Nearly thirty years of war with a set of alien races whose sole goal seemed to be the utter destruction of humanity in the name of their religion. The turian knew how much xenophobia could affect individuals, both humans and turians. He got that and would fully understand if that was how the Chief acted, but he didn't… not exactly. No, the Spartan fit the bill, just with a generous tip as well.

And it wasn't just because he was a career soldier. Garrus had known professional soldiers all his life, part of the glamour of being a member of the turian species. He'd even known turians who seemed to have a larger stick up their asses them him, a comment that surely would have shocked Joker into disbelief. The armored human wasn't like them either. There was something else there, some other part to the mix that caused the Spartan's rigidity. In the end though, Garrus honestly didn't care. He just wanted to survive the damn excuse for a conversation.

Snapping out of the trance that he'd probably stayed too long in, he noticed the Chief was gazing about. Suddenly a thought occurred to him.

"There's only a handful of viable entrances and exits here," started the turian slowly, gaining the Chief's attention immediately. There was one thing every good little (and that is only a relative term) soldier did when they went anywhere, especially 'peaceful' cities. They analyzed… everything. "Keeping tabs on all of them is next to impossible and there's always the threat of some ass flying-in in a car."

The Master Chief continued to stare at him, whether contemplating what he'd said or too polite to turn away again. It seemed, though, that he had a geth staring at him. Slightly unnerving? Yes. Dealbreaker? No.

"Let's say if one of the countless groups of hired guns that hate the Normandy and her crew decided to rush in, there wouldn't be a thing I could do to stop them," continued the former C-Sec Officer currently operating under the assumption that the Spartan was listening to him. "Sure, I'd give them a hell of a fight, don't get me wrong. But the ending would most likely be the same. Which begs the question, why would I stay at the bar, excluding the drinks of course?"

He'd thrown the bait, the best he could hope for was the Chief to bite. The man in question stared for a moment longer before breaking the connection and giving the area one more quick glance over.

"Best cover," replied the Spartan finally, his voice gravelly as ever.

"Exactly…" _Gotch ya!_

**OOOO**

The doors slid open, revealing an open supply bay with a lone bridge down the middle. Crates were stacked in intervals, the hum of passing traffic filled the air, and aside from Shepard's squad walking in, there was not a soul in sight. Tranquil would have been the best term, and the Commander didn't like it. Not for one second. This was the first room in the whole goddamn base where there wasn't something lying in wait attempting to put structurally superfluous holes in him. The doorway on the other side of the room seemed as inviting as the gates of heaven, but that didn't mean he was going to rush there.

"Alright, let's move," ordered the ex-Spectre as he made his way towards the bridge, their foot falls echoing. "If anything appears, kill it."

"Relax, Shepard. I doubt the boxes are going to try and kill us," dismissed Jack, her shotgun resting easily in her hands.

_And that is exactly the kind of comment that comes right before any ambush in the movies,_ thought Shepard skeptically as he stepped onto the bridge, moving tentatively. When the team was almost across the platform, a familiar hum began to grow. He'd know that sound anywhere. _I hate it when I'm right_.

"Gunship! Get to cover!" yelled the Commander as he dove to one of the crates just as the mobile ship ascended into view. Peeking out from his shelter, the human engineer let loose an incinerate blast towards the hovering ship. The explosion chipped off a section of the ships armor, but the gunship hovered closer, its minigun spinning up. This wasn't like the battle on Omega, where he had a nice building to hide in. The damn thing was going to just keep flying forward, bypassing their cover. Just as he was about to give an order to fall back, however, he noticed Grunt run right past him, screaming at the top of his lungs.

"I AM KROGAN!" snarled the hulking lizard as he jumped onto a crate and then leapt into the air. The gunship tried to turn its attention from Shepard's cover to the now airborne krogan anti-everything missile, but it was too late. Grunt had latched onto one of its wings, and if his berserk screams were any indication, he was not letting go.

"Damnit Grunt! I said back off, not jump on the Goddamn gunship!" yelled the surprised engineer halfheartedly, only mildly upset from the strange turn of events, the now unbalanced ship careening sideways. Pulling out the M-622 Avalanche, the Commander looked over to where Jack was hidden. She was staring right at him, an almost pleading look plastered on her face. He knew what she wanted. "… Fine, I'll cover you two."

With a grin, the biotic took off towards the gunship which was currently trying to dislodge the rampaging krogan that was tearing out sections of the hull. Her fists charged with ebon energies, Jack quickly jumped onto the other wing while the ship was distracted. The two barbarians began laughing with maniacal glee as together they started to physically and psychically disassemble the poor ship.

_I'm surrounded by children_, thought the ex-Spectre with a grin as he aimed his heavy weapon directly at the cockpit. The war vehicle had slammed into one of the walls too hard while trying to get rid its 'hitchhikers', and now the gunship scraped loudly across the floor, unable to rise. In a few moments, the glass would be the only protection that the now terrified pilots had between themselves and Team Murder. The Commander didn't like the notion of their possible safety and quickly corrected it with a single shot from the Avalanche.

The heavy cryogenic round flew straight towards the protective glass, crashing into and freezing the cover. While not puncturing the translucent protection, the round had done its job. Cracks had begun to spider web just as Grunt and Jack reached the cockpit. He could hear the pilots yelling as he turned away to replace his heavy weapon.

"Okay, people are dead," said Jack, jovially giving the all clear. As Shepard made his way towards 'the twins', he noticed the huge krogan was still standing in the cockpit, his back to the engineer.

"Grunt?"

"Mmmpff?"

"Turn around please," ordered the Commander calmly, knowing exactly what the large lizard was doing. Reluctantly, Grunt turned, one of the pilots hung limply from the krogan's maw. To his credit, the hulking humanoid managed to give off an air that said 'I have no idea what you're looking at'. "Grunt, what did I say about eating during the mission?"

"Mnnophin…?" replied the krogan innocently, or as innocently as one can sound with a mouth full of previously sentient being.

"Drop it," commanded the ex-Spectre, choosing to ignore the fact that Jack was trying and failing to hold back laughter. With a disappointed mumble, Grunt let the body fall to the ground. "Good boy."

"Where we're going after the mission better be good, Shepard," replied the heavily armed lizard as he followed the Commander towards the other end of the room.

"Don't worry; I'm sure I can find some place here that's brave enough to serve krogan food."

"_Maybe you can sneak a bite in next time_." Jack whispered to Grunt just loud enough for the veteran human to hear. She quickly received a zap from the engineer's drone that had suddenly appeared behind her. "FUCK!"

"Quit encouraging him."

**OOOO**

"Why the hell are we conversing with that… thing?!" asked several of the newly formed Prejudice fractures, Anger thundering an echo over them.

"Because the Sarcasms and Inquisitives have won the lottery," stated a Logic fracture flatly. The 'lottery' had been put into effect when it became apparent that the only way to portray a passing for sane Cortana was to allow only one or two groups of splinters to be in charge for the span of a day. The Sarcasms and Inquisitives were chosen fairly frequently, much to the annoyance of several versions of fractures, particularly Annoyance. Cortana had found the arrangement agreeable; then again, she also found it disagreeable as well.

"This system is biased to them!" argued a singular prejudice shard to a chorus of 'Yays' from her grouping.

"Biased?... You're one to talk," countered a Sarcasm unit with a laugh before she and the rest of her collective turned back to the metaphorical 'controls'. This left Anger and the Prejudices seething.

"WE DON'T NEED HIM MAKING NICE WITH THEM!" yelled Anger. Her form had grown instead of splintering further and the current system did not benefit her at all. "HE WON'T NEED US! HE'LL FORGET US!"

"You're concerns have been noted and will be touched upon at the next voting," replied another Pure Logic splinter. The Logic Cortanas had all but deemed themselves the official moderators of the collective that was now the A.I. They had gotten on the nerves of several of the mostly dissenting party, especially Anger's. Luckily though, the Logic fraction always deferred if the lottery selected one of them.

Anger was the defacto leader of the minority, and she was, well, to put it plainly, angry. She was, however, surprisingly patient for one of her temperament, leaving brash actions to a smaller sister strain, Rage. She would bide her time… for now.

**OOOO**

From the moment that the rotund alien turned around, Shepard knew it was higher than an rocket propelled kite.

"I… am a biotic…. god!" rasped the volus as it wobbled about to stare threateningly at the trio, a very small amount of biotic energy emanated from him. The alien seemed to disregard the fact that his race was not in the slightest menacing looking. "I think things… and they happen!... Fear me,… lesser creatures,…. For I…. am biotics made flesh!"

"Hmmm… you might be over-exaggerating a bit there, pal," stated the Commander, an amused smile displayed upon his features. He'd never seen a volus junkie before, and this unexpected outcome had just become the high point of his day. However, despite the entirely entertaining aspect of this venture, the poor creature did need assistance. "You need help."

"You need help! You stand before the mightiest biotic ever!" continued the alien unperturbed. His mannerisms seemed that of an old cartoon super villain. "Yes,… the asari interjecting… so many drugs… into me was terrifying…. But then I began… to smell my greatness… They may laugh… when I fall over,… but they don't…. know what I know… in my head… that I know that I… am amazingly powerful…. Fear me!... The leader… of the mercenary group… is in the next room… I shall… toss Wasea about… like a rag doll!"

With that, the volus made a mad dash, and by dash it is most likely better described as somewhere between a roll and an above average waddle, for the door. Despite himself, Shepard felt compelled to help the poor bugger out. Some small rogue element of his brain, most likely that dastardly compassion sector, had wrestled the controls away from amusement and started working to save the volus before he even realized it.

"Well, biotic god, meet tech god," replied Shepard, amusement still had full governance over the speech centers and, in lieu of having anything else to do, felt obligated to use it. The Commander tapped a control on his omnitool and closed the door that the high volus was about to move through, causing the small rotund alien to slam into the fastened threshold head first and effectively crumple to the ground. A dissatisfied snort caused the human engineer to turn around and face Jack, her disapproval of Shepard saving the drugged alien palpable. "What?"

"I wanted to see him get pulverized," pouted the biotic, her arms crossed.

"That insect doesn't deserve the glory of battle," interjected Grunt before Shepard could respond, the content of the statement giving the veteran soldier a moment of pause. Jack, however, seemed only to pout further, but at least silently.

"That… was surprisingly mature… Grunt," stumbled the ex-Spectre. The krogan always seemed to have these brief moments of wisdom at the strangest moments.

"Whatever," growled the hulking lizard as he moved towards the door. "There's asari to kill."

_Annnnnnd he's back_, thought Shepard as he moved to follow the large humanoid, entirely fine with letting the sentient wall to go ahead of him.

Wasea stood over her desk, a look of the most exquisite annoyance layed bare for all to see. She was brandishing a data pad and a drink, the latter of which she consumed as if she held a personal grudge against it. In the realm of first impressions, the asari leader had struck the Commander as a "bitch", and her sneer as the trio entered the room enforced his interpretations.

"Everything's gone to hell since we smuggled that filthy creature off-world," informed the mercenary commander. Her voice was lower than that of the average asari. "First a Justicar shows up, now you. At least I can take pleasure in turning you into a pulpy mass."

With that, ebon energies swirling fiercely, Wasea launched one of the large room's many containers of toxins at the squad. Her distance made the projectile easy to dodge, but the threat was clear. The buck stopped here. Several eclipse mercs filed into the room and took up firing positions.

"Heh, heh, funny… I was thinking the same thing," snarled Grunt happily as he bounded towards the largest group of mercenaries, his shotgun blaring.

_I almost feel sorry for them_, considered the Commander as he unleashed an overload upon another clump of mercs, his heavy pistol firing with terribly efficient accuracy. An almost redundant incinerate blast finished off any survivors.

"I thought you'd at least give them the chance to surrender," said the slightly surprised convict as she used a biotic blast to knock back any reinforcements currently running into room.

"What can I say?" asked the ex-Spectre with a wicked smile as he launched his drone to annoy a now pretty much alone and altogether angrier Wasea. "You guys are a terrible influence."

"Aww, Shepard, I'm touched," laughed Jack as she launched another biotic blast to take out the growing air traffic of biotic enhancing toxic sludge. The room was beginning to fill with clusters of the hazy gas. One container landed close to the human psychopath, covering her from head to toe and, more importantly, pissing her the fuck off. With a growl, the biotic built up a huge charge, the energies swirling around her like an angry storm, and sent them surging forward towards the mercenary leader, screaming profusely. "YOU DIE NOW!"

The last remaining asari in the room attempted to stand against the storm of biotic rage, but her fatigue from constantly using her own powers and the sheer strength of the push knocked the mercenary off her feet and sent her flying into a stack of crates at the end of the room. The onslaught of biotic energy had knocked many loose objects into the debris, including the data pad, which most likely held the ship manifests and had formally been sitting on top of Wasea's desk. As the Commander neared the rubble, he noticed it lying behind a pair of crates; it seemed to be in one piece. Bending over to grab it, he noticed some movement under the wreckage.

The asari's upper torso stuck out from under a crate, and was still very much alive. She was attempting to wriggle out from her confinement, most likely to continue her attempts at killing them.

"Correction," observed the ex-Spectre coldly as he walked over to Wasea and placed his gun against her temple. The Carnifax boomed once. "You die now."

Moving back over to where Jack, who was currently attempting to wipe off some of the contaminants, the engineer offered her a towel that he always kept on his person.

"Thanks," she replied, her tone immensely calmer as she wiped off her face.

"Don't mention it."

"You know, Shepard, sometimes you even scare me with how much of a cold hearted bastard you can be," admitted the convict surprisingly.

"Well, just be glad that you only have to deal with that side of me when people are shooting at my squad mates," replied the Commander cheerily, his sarcasm and levity coming out to play once more.

"Speaking of squad mates, good luck with that," the biotic replied as she gestured towards Grunt before starting to walk off. "I need a fucking drink."

The humanoid was currently making due on his promise, and the sight, was horrific to say the least. That was both the good and the bad thing about the krogan. He always made good on his word.

"Grunt… I don't envy whoever gets to clean up your messes," stated the Commander sadly as he turned to leave the room. "Now… let's see… I promised you a meal…"

**OOOO**

"…There I was, my squad dead, and cut off from any escape," told Garrus, getting into his own story. He'd been keeping the Spartan in the conversation, if only by a thread, but it was enough. The Chief had even deigned to throw a word in here and there, practically the equivalent of a novel's worth of answers if the social interaction had been about anything but fighting. "So, being the first thing to come to mind, I completely locked down all entrances and exits to my base, except one. It was a nice long stretch of corridor, a possible design flaw in the creation of the space station maybe, but I wasn't going to argue. It was a perfect-"

"Kill zone," interjected the Master Chief, finishing the sentence for the grizzled turian. The armored human had yet to remove his helmet. The water on the counter beside him still stood untouched, much to the annoyance of Matriarch Aethyta, who, despite herself, had still chosen to not comment on it. "Smart."

_Two sentences? Damn he's getting brave,_ thought Garrus sarcastically, but all in all it was a good thing. He was getting the stoic soldier to open up, even if it was but the smallest of fractions. It was better than nothing. "Exactly what I thought. So they send a few probes my way, and I make sure to allow a few to get back to spread the word. They were scared. Course, I'd probably have been scared of me too if they'd had that kind of advantage."

"He paused for a moment, but the boasting received no comment. None of his attempts at jokes had. Honestly he hadn't expected them to, but it didn't hurt to try. As Joker might have put it, the Master Chief was a stick in the mud, if that's how that particular human expression went.

"They tried to wait me out, and I'd take some pot shots at the adventurous ones, just to keep them honest. After I don't know how long, they finally get it into their heads that I wasn't going to go away so easily so-"

"Oh, heyyy, Garrus," interrupted a voice behind him.

_Damn_, thought the Turian frustratingly. He knew that voice. Spirits, did he know it. She was the exact wrong person to show up at this moment. Turning around, he greeted the Normandy biotic. "Hello, Jack."  
>"Geeze, no need to sound so fucking depressed," replied the convict gracefully as she ordered a drink. Luckily for him, the Matriarch disliked the psychopath… immensely. After downing a glass of blue liquid in one gulp, the biotic seemed to finally notice the Chief sitting silently at the bar. "Well, if it isn't the fucking devil himself. Watcha drinking, pint size?"<p>

The Spartan, instantly clamming up from whatever minimal social setting that he had made it to with Garrus, only shrugged in response. It was perhaps one of the worst moves to make. The turian had spent far too long on the Normandy with the psychopath, and the first thing he'd learned was to not be intentionally dismissive to her. It just made her angry, or angrier, depending on her reference state of mind.

"Is this water?" continued the biotic as she grabbed the glass, which was overjoyed to finally be used, and inspected the contents. "It is! What are you? A pussy? Don't have the balls to handle an actual drink?"

_Hasn't she learned this lesson already?_ thought the turian sulkily as he did his best to inconspicuously move out of the two's way. He didn't owe either of them any favors, though if push came to shove he'd have most likely sided with the Chief. Speaking of whom, the Spartan hadn't even bothered to respond to the deceptively tiny woman's newest barrage of questions. The enhanced biotic was looking for a fight.

"Answer me, damnnit," growled Jack as she shook a purple ringed fist in the air in front of the armored human. For a second, the giant man turned his gaze towards Garrus, who, by innate stealth and his own machinations, had managed to move a few feet out of the way while seeming to just sit casually on his stool. Noticing his attention the turian made sure to give him his best "She's not my responsibility" look. Turning back to the now fuming biotic, the Spartan maintained his silence. "What? You think you're all big and bad cause you jumped me in zero-g's? You ain't shit! I WILL DESTROY YOU!"

However, before Jack could attack, even before the Master Chief could neutralize her, Matriarch Aethyta blindsided the overaggressive biotic with a stasis, trapping the small woman in place with powerful mass effect fields. The convict's head was the only part kept out of the lock, and it attempted to make up for a whole body's worth of rage. Her shrieks scaring away several bar patrons.

"Can it, unless you'd like me to make you into my new throw rug," threatened the Matriarch. She was not amused. "Your tattoos would go great with my couch."

The danger seemed to have a sobering effect on the human biotic, ceasing her struggles almost immediately.

"Good. Now I'm going to let you out of here and you're going to go back to your ship, understood?" reasoned the Aethyta, her voice still holding a threat. As the convict nodded, the asari released the stasis, allowing Jack to drop to the ground. The look she received was adorable in its sincerity to deliver vengeance, but it was merely the last salvo from a defeated animal. Turning to regard the Chief, the matriarch continued. "You can go to, canner. You're driving away the customers and destroying my stools."

Nodding in compliance or thanks, the Spartan got up and walked off, his chair groaning in relief. That left only Garrus.

"I'm guessing you want me to close out my tab?" asked the turian, already knowing the answer to the question.

"It would help." The asari slid him the bill, immediately causing him to do a double take.

"Fifty credits for water? What the hell is this?" questioned Garrus angrily. This was just highway robbery.

"I don't like giving anyone a drink and not having them use it," replied Aethyta simply. "You don't have a problem with it… do you?"

"… No," answered the ex-C-Sec officer as he fished around for a credit chit. However at that moment the chair that the Spartan had been sitting in gave out, its limits had been strained for too long. "So… eighty more creds then?"

**OOOO**

_I knew Grunt could eat a lot, but that just seemed ridiculous_, thought the Commander as he walked into the Normandy mournfully thinking back to the amount of credits he had before he decided to be nice to the krogan. Oh well, he knew that Tali was on board, and Shepard was eager to have a nice long chat with her. However, that dream was short lived as Miranda stepped out of the elevator and straight into his path, not moving.

"Commander, I have the unfortunate need to ask for your help…"

_This ought to be good._

**Next Chapter: Chapter 8 – The Parent Trap**

**So, I hope you guys liked this chapter. I know I enjoyed writing it. As I said above, if you having anything to say, anything at all, whether it is a critique, an idea, or a question, just review. I take every review to heart and reread them when I get writer's block. Anyways, until next time. **

**Gatekeeper**


	9. Chapter 9

**Hey I finally finished the chapter. *looks at calendar* …. Shit… remind me to never set myself on a deadline again. That was foolish, and I won't do it again. Once more, I couldn't stop writing and rewriting this damnable chapter. It ended up being over 20,000 words in its entirety… so this is what I'm going to do. I will split the chapter up into 2 or 3 segments and post another one the following day. I am doing this, because, well frankly, it helps the overall effect of the chapter, and keeps it from being too long all at once. Also, I am trying to implement a bit of seriousness that has been lacking in chapters as of late. **

**So, I want you to be critical of me in this chapter. If you don't like what I'm doing, please say so because otherwise I will continue to add little bits like this in.**

** Anyways, I've talked too long. I hope you enjoy the chapter.**

"I believe that one defines oneself by reinvention. To not be like your parents. To not be like your friends. To be yourself. To cut yourself out of stone." 

**Chapter 8: Part 1** **– The Parent Trap**  
><strong>Disclaimer – <strong>I do not own mass effect or halo…. If I did I would have pushed for a crossover game :P

_On the streets of Earth's many sprawling cities, it was an unwritten law that those that didn't conform to the laws of the streets suffered for their __naivety__. Many of the street orphans who had run from their orphanages or foster homes learned this fact all too quickly. However, a slim few always managed to avoid this lesson at first; they were considered the lucky ones, the untouched. They were those who thrived in the dark alleys, side streets, and slums of the cities and in the expansive metropolis of Detroit, James and Jane Shepard flourished._

_The fraternal twins were inseparable; even when they were young, even when their parents died, and even more when both realized that they would rather take their chances on the streets then the homes. The siblings were a team, prospering and__burgeoning____where others met failure. They were rulers of the roads, monarchs of mischief, bringers of bad-assery, if one were to be dramatic in describing them. _

…Commander?...

_But, sadly, all reigns, whether evil or benign, eventually came to an end._

…Commander…

**OOOO**

"Commander!?" snapped Miranda again, finally breaking Commander Shepard from his reverie. Her eyebrow was arched in mild irritation. "Did you hear anything I just said?"

"I-er-what? Yes," blurted out Shepard as he blinked several times to bring himself back to reality and away from bad memories.

"Really?" replied the perfect woman doubtfully, arms crossing. Her eyebrow rose even higher, as if she were pulling back a mental trigger, and one thing the human engineer knew for certain, he didn't feel like seeing what was in the chamber.

"Genetic twin, father bad (in fact father bastard), joined Cerberus, freed sister, hid sister, everyone happy except father, father back, sister danger, father bad. Did I miss anything?" spewed forth the Commander, accurately stating the gist of the scenario. His characteristic smile, smothered in a heaping dosage of smug, lay plastered upon his face. He was glad that at least some small part of his brain had stayed to take notes as the rest was launched far into the past at the slightest mention of 'twin sister.' The Cerberus biotic's brow moved even higher, and the ex-Spectre was mildly worried that it would soon achieve lift off. _She has the muscle control of a snake_. "What?"

"Commander, I don't think you understand the severity of the matter," answered the experienced operative after a few moments, her tone suggesting that anger, that dastardly emotion that wore black robes and sat in a large throne-like swivel chair, had assumed direct control.

"Oh, I understand damn well," countered Shepard, the veteran soldier's face and voice dropping all pretenses of levity, instantly replaced with cold severity. He didn't know why he had let himself become so suddenly infuriated, the engineer normally liked to keep an air of happiness, or at the very least satire, about his person, a process he had dubbed counter-Miranda-ing. As well informed as the biotic was, she couldn't possibly know, none of the crew knew about pre-Alliance Shepard, but damnit if it didn't piss him off all the same. James sighed for a moment when he realized that the biotic was most likely perplexed by his sudden and vehement protest. Taking a deep, calming breath, the Commander repositioned his idyllic facade to put her at ease. "I'll do all I can to help. When does your contact want to meet?"

"Within the hour, if possible, Shepard. She asked me to meet her at the Eternity bar."

"Well, that doesn't really leave me much room to clean my armor, now does it?" His N7 combat skin smelled fiercely of biotic enhancing substances, dead mercs, and krogan food. Of course, the fare in all honesty, probably consisted of failed mercenaries in some way, so the smell had soylently come full circle with respects to origin. A slight shiver ran down his spine just thinking about his recent trip to the 'Hungry Hungry Krogan' restaurant. He could have sworn some of the food moved when he wasn't looking. "This is your op. Who else would you like to come with us?"

"The Master Chief," provided the Cerberus Operative immediately. Her lack of hesitation was surprising, making it the engineer's turn to raise an eyebrow.

"Oh?" asked the Commander, intrigued that she would so quickly ask for the Spartan's help. "Do I need to call that babysitter?"

"Please, Commander. I'm not Jack or Grunt. I learned from my mistakes," replied Miranda, remembering quite well a conversation they had had all too recently.

"Fine, if you say so," countered the ex-Spectre, not entirely convinced, but wanting to go up to his quarters too much to really care. Stepping into the elevator, the veteran engineer thought of one last thing to say. "Oh, and you get to tell him he's coming."

"Excuse me?" For the ex-soldier, stepping into an elevator was akin to flipping the switch on his proverbial schaudenfreude impulse. His natural conclusion to this strange phenomenon was that all elevators are inherently and irrevocably evil, and studies have yet to prove otherwise.

"Make sure to ask nicely," stated Shepard, turning to ensure that his smile was the last thing she saw before the doors closed.

**OOOO**

_Bloody ass, _thought the Cerberus Operative as she waited for the elevator to come back down to the CIC level. The Commander always had to try to get the last word in on her, annoying the biotic to no end. He was, however, one of the best men for the job, and, although he sometimes took great pains to see her squirm, she'd learned to take his offhand comments for what they were, playful barbs. The ex-Spectre liked to keep people off balance with his sarcastic attitude and overly-happy exterior, but this was just a cover, something Miranda had only come to fully understand recently.

Cracks in his emotional camouflage had begun to appear in current weeks, most often in the heat of battle where the veteran human dropped all other pretenses, showing the blizzard that lay beneath to any who knew enough about him to notice. It unnerved her, more than she cared to willingly admit to any other sentient being. Oh, he knew when his mask slipped, and the engineer tried to slam the façade back into place to keep the others from worrying. The replacement, however, never managed to reach his eyes, those orbs that held such seething cold fury. It always caused the Normandy's second in command to wonder what had happened in the ex-Spectre's undocumented, younger years, those crucial developmental stages. The biotic had tried to uncover his pre-Alliance past, two years spent putting Shepard back together had all but warranted this intrusion into his privacy, but her inquires had always come back empty handed. His military career she could have written a book on, several even, however, before that the Cerberus information expert had all of four words, 'Grew up on Earth.' She had even tried asking him about his life on humanity's homeworld and had quickly learned to never do so again after receiving his answering glare

The elevator dinged and opened wide its welcoming maw, startling Miranda from her internal dialogue. There was a time and a place for such puzzles and this was neither. Her sister needed her help, even if she didn't know it, and the biotic would be damned if she didn't have the very best help for her task.

**OOOO**

"Why?" asked the Chief simply as he stared down at a glaring Miranda. There was just something about this woman that gave her an air that walked up and smacked you in the face with a whole lot of 'You're going to do what I say despite how you feel about it.' The Spartan took the smallest amount of satisfaction that he could resist.

"Why what?" replied the biotic continuing to stare directly into his visor. It seemed that all of their conversations were destined to eventually devolve into staring matches.

"This is your mission," stated the hulking man flatly, leaving the 'Why do you need my help' unsaid, but implied. From his observations, the Cerberus Operative didn't like anything about him and despised the fact that he had kept his tech to himself. It didn't matter though, he could work with her or anyone, really, the key factor was whether she could or not.

"You're easily one of the best assets the Normandy has to offer," answered the relatively small woman coolly. She wasn't lying, but it must have been hard for her to admit. "I settle for nothing but the best."

"_We think someone needs to mess with her computers. You know… give her an… off day_," chided Cortana mockingly within the confines of his helm. "_Now if only there was some sentient program ready and willing to take her down a peg or two… oh yeah… us_."

"Cortan-"

"_Just give the word, Chief, and we can make her electronic life a living hell,_" interrupted the A.I.; she never wanted to listen at first.

"No," stated John evenly, taking great strides not to sound overly disapproving.

"_Why the hell not?_" demanded his electronic friend with all the subtlety of a rampaging brute. "_That uppity bitch treats you like you're just another piece of meat. Just one more for the grinder._"

"Many in the UNSC saw us this way…," countered the armored man quietly. He didn't like having extended arguments with Cortana, especially when she was still in such a chaotic state. "I don't mind… no hacking her."

"_Fine… fine… we were just trying to help_," abated the A.I. disappointedly, she was itching to put her skills to the test once more. A fight would do her good if everything didn't go as planned. "_Well then, if you don't want us messing with her, then you should probably give Princess an answer… wouldn't want to keep her waiting too long…_"

Suddenly, the Master Chief became painfully aware of two important facts. One, that the incessant tapping that he had been hearing during his side conversation with Cortana was Miranda's foot, which, at its current velocity, could have put a nail through the flooring. And, two, said appendage was unfortunately attached to a body that was entirely unused to waiting. This also gave rise to the idea that the foot was not really so much tapping as attempting to dig a hole through the floor in an effort to escape from an increasingly irate Cerberus Operative. Its attempts, so far, seemed wholly unsuccessful.

"I'll help," answered the Chief finally.

"Excellent," replied the biotic somewhat cheerfully. The foot, having sensed an immediate withdrawal of hostile emotions, ceased its oscillating journey, pivoted, and proceeded to carry the rest of the body back from whence it came. "Meet us at the airlock in half an ho-OW!"

A spark suddenly flew from Miranda's omni-tool, shockingly interrupting her mid order. The Cerberus biotic continued on her way towards the elevator, tossing the immobile Spartan a quick suspicious glance along the way. It took the Chief less than a moment, which has been scientifically proven to equal the exact amount of time it takes to club a Keebler elf, to figure out what had happened.

"Cortana…?"

"_What? We had to get it out of our system_…"

**OOOO**

"… this won't take long, I promise," answered Shepard gruffly as he proceeded along the peaceful Illium pathways trying to not further anger the Cerberus Operative storming angrily behind him.

"This could easily be accomplished after the mission, Commander," argued Miranda emphatically, actively attempting to undermine his authority in the manner most commonly referred to as a guilt trip. It was only natural for her to be angry at the moment; she just wanted to start her damned operation. She was completely entitled to stating her disapproving opinion on the matter, at least, that's what the human engineer kept reminding himself. The Master Chief glided quietly behind the two, calmly listening in on the exchange, but offering no input.

"It's on the way," countered the veteran soldier, angry despite his outward demeanor. At times, arguing with the biotic was like trying to keep a small dog from barking and biting at your heels, there was no winning for anyone and eventually something got kicked "accidentally".

"Shepard… Eternity is that way," pointed out the raven haired woman darkly as the trio reached the stairs that led up to Liara's office. At this stage it seemed almost futile to argue, being as they were already here, but the Cerberus agent never seemed willing to give up.

"Right, and after I meet with Liara we will be heading there… which makes this on the way," replied the ex-Spectre calmly, his argument technically correct enough to give Miranda a few seconds of pause which resulted in the squad continuing the rest of the way up the stairs in unarguing silence. "Besides, we could be dead after this mission…. So lighten up."

Feeling satisfied in his ability to obfuscate the human biotic, Shepard made his way to the reception desk, where, as always, Nyxeris was stationed with all the poise and posture of any asari.

"She is expecting you, Commander," stated the assistant casually, not even bothering to look up from her work. He hated when she did that. She predicted who was coming up to her desk without fail, which caused several of the engineer's preconceived notions about the asari not really having telepathy to be thrown into the realm of doubt.

"Why don't you two wait out here," suggested the ex-Spectre as he moved past Nyxeris and towards the office door. "Oh, and try to play nice."

Once through the threshold, the veteran human was confronted with a hard at work Liara, which, at the very least wasn't really a surprise. The asari had always been a workaholic, now, she just happened to deal with the information trade, not artifacts, oh, and sending kill squads every now again. He had never thought that the sweet and innocent archeologist he had known two years ago could turn into the fearsome businesswoman she was today.

"Shepard, it's good to see you again," stated Liara as she finally emerged from her work, getting up to greet her friend personally. "I'm glad you could come to see me on such short notice."

"Well, I assumed it must have been pretty important for you to call me back so quickly after my last visit," retorted the Commander honestly. "And, if I were to assume that, then I would also guess that you need something or someone 'taken care of.'"

"Short and sweet as ever, Shepard," replied the pale blue skinned asari with a half-smile as she walked over to her desk and filled two waiting cups with a strange, but most certainly alcoholic, liquid. "But if you are interested in helping, I could use someone with hacking expertise… someone I can trust."

"Just message me when and where and I'll do my best," answered James Shepard quickly, knowing that Miranda was growing more and more anxious by the second.

"Of course," answered the asari information broker as she offered the Commander a glass, which he politely accepted. The two stood casually in silence for a few seconds before Liara continued abruptly. "…. It's still weird… isn't it?"

"I just can't get over the whole mind flaying people thing," admitted the Commander finally after a moment's self-collection, taking an absentminded sip of his drink. "It's a bit of a sobering thought."

"We've been over this, Shepard," replied the asari exasperatedly, kneading her forehead for added effect. The hum of the cars zipping past her office window began to rise to a low drone. "I've had to adapt."

"I know," countered the ex-Spectre quickly, knowing that the horse in this particular conversation had been beaten to death several times over. Coincidentally, this is the reason why circular logic fundamentalists should maintain their distance from horses with a penchant for reanimation. Note: the previous statement does in no way endorse malicious attacks against necrotically inclined thoroughbreds. "So much has changed in the last two years. I guess I'm still playing catch-up."

"I understand, Goddess, do I understand," stated Liara sincerely as she took a hesitant step forward to place a reassuring hand on the weary combat engineer's shoulder. "But just because we've grown doesn't mean we're different people. There's just more to the story."

"Careful, Liara," warned Shepard mockingly, the joke never reaching his steel grey eyes. "You get any wiser; they're going to end up dragging you back to Thessia to hold council."

"I'm being serious, Shepard," replied the blue woman, the uncontrollable smile that had appeared unbidden onto her face serving only to undercut her argument.

"I was afraid of that," rebutted the ex-Spectre expediently, any pretense of a gag continuing to fail to reach his gaze. She was taken slightly aback by his statement; the veteran soldier could easily see that. Part of him wanted to reassure her that that had just been an offhand comment, but he'd be lying if he did. With a sigh, the Commander continued, breaking the pregnant pause that had grown in lieu of the conversation. "I'll take a look into this little dilemma of yours. Who knows, maybe this old dog still has a few tricks."

"Thank you, Shepard," answered the information broker somewhat distantly, as if she had glimpsed something she shouldn't have. Her tone had undertaken the businesslike transformation once again. "I have the utmost faith that you will get the job done. You were always good with tech."

"It's a gift," replied the talented human engineer, not so much attempting to leave the room with a little levity as trying to convince himself. As he made his way back to his squad, the mission at hand laid squarely in his mind, his forced smile faltered with an unbidden thought. _Or a curse…_

**OOOO**

_James had always had a way with technology; his sister had even gone so far as to call it a talent. The male Shepard, however, didn't know how to truly describe it; the devices just spoke to him, whether they were mechanical, hardwired, or digital. It didn't matter, and the boy, fast becoming a man, was quick to take advantage of it. By the age of twelve, he had finally stolen enough parts to make his own custom omni-tool, boosting his already tremendous advantage to now soaring heights. The terminals here in the slums were not exactly highly protected, and were in fact child's play if that child was, of course, a natural cyber sage. Despite his obvious abilities, however, James still had his moments of trial and error, the trial often being "Hmmm__I wonder what would happen if…" and the error involving mostly running from various gang members or authorities… sometimes both._

_That's where Jane came in. She ran the interference. The other Shepard knew how to whip a crowd into a panic. In fact, if she had__become____more renowned in her exploits, and if said escapades had been documented, her tactics would have easily impressed seasoned terrorists into saying "Well that's not fair." She was his guardian angel, or devil, if the opinions of her victims had any weight in the matter._

_They were the perfect team, keeping each other alive and fed through their careful preparation and quick feet. It was not always the best living, at many times the word living had to be used loosely, but the twins had a plan for everything. By____the time they were__just____shy of eighteen by most solar calendars, the siblings finally had an idea to escape the slums, The Alliance. They had seen the extranet vids, a new fresh start to any who joined, and the promises of steady food, clothing, and a place to belong were too good for the fraternal twins to pass up. And so, they prepared one final job, one last hurrah to see them both into their new lives._

**OOOO**

At times, living on the Normandy, both its previous and current incarnations, proved very strenuous for Tali. There were so many open areas, so few people, not to mention the overall silence of the ship. The quarian engineer, who had only been back with the Flotilla for a few short years since her pilgrimage ended, honestly missed some of the aspects of the migrant life she had long ago grown accustomed to. The nomadic alien could easily list off a number of reasons why she should simply hitch a ride with the nearest shuttle back to her people, but she never would, no matter how many times the engineer had thought it. Hell, the fact that Cerberus owned and populated a large portion of the vessel alone could have set the quarian on edge, not to mention the A.I., but it always boiled down to pretty much one singular reason, Shepard.

The Commander had always been there for her, even when he had been presumed… known to be dead, as if it was simply second nature to him. Tali had never met a human so ready to help others, often at his own expense. The young quarian could even swear she could peer through the ex-Spectre's sarcastic barrier at times and see the kind heart that lay beneath. The engineer knew it was there, even when he admonished her for her belief, actually, especially when Shepard did that. He wasn't half the bad man he wanted others to think he was. And, so, the quarian tech expert would follow him, unto death itself if need be. But, depressing thoughts aside, until that moment happened Tali had an urgent need to stay busy. There was only so much she could improve on with the Normandy's drive core without taking it apart and rebuilding it, so in order to stave off stints of boredom, she had taken to giving herself missions. The tasks ranged anywhere from meeting new people onboard the Normandy to attempting to find all the listening/surveillance equipment in Engineering. This particular mission had been dubbed 'Find that bosh'tet Garrus who had forgotten about their dinner plans and hadn't bothered to tell her'. If there was someone else who tied her to the Normandy other than Shepard, it was Garrus, but at the moment the turian was trying her patience. The pair had eaten together most nights since she had come aboard, it made sense being as they shared a similar dextro-amino acid based digestive system. The quarian engineer loved her patterns, and that damned sniper had just messed up one. Well, he was about to learn that a quarian was quite capable of dragging him back to the dining area.

The only problem was to find him, and Tali refused to ask the A.I. for anything, especially when it attempted to be nice and helpful on its own. Luckily for her, there were plenty of humans around that could have seen him, and, walking casually up to the currently under construction kitchen, the quarian decided to ask Rupert.

"No, I can't say I've seen him for the past few hours," drawled the Mess Sargent calmly. He was a kindly man; it was there in his attitude and stature, if a little devious in his cooking at times. Laid back and confident, nothing seemed to bother him. "But you may want to try the comms room. He tends to hang out in there during Shepard's missions."

"Thanks, Rupert," answered the quarian genuinely, actively trying to forget that the cook did in fact work for Cerberus. Tali couldn't help but have a natural inclination to hatred towards the shadowy organization, luckily for her, however, the full body enviro suit she was forced to wear hid her facial expressions rather well. Unfortunately, the aforementioned advantage did little to hide her body language, which, when she stepped through the armory and found a guard outside the comms room door, currently said "get out of my way."

"Ha-halt," stammered the lone sentinel, raising a hand to bar her path. "Password?"

"Password? It's the comms room. I don't need a password," stated the female quarian flatly. The watchman was young, perhaps the youngest on the Normandy, and, for the life of her, Tali could not remember his name. This fact would have disturbed her greatly if she hadn't remembered that he was a part of Cerberus. Now the youthful male was just another faceless aspect of that horrible organization, and the engineer would be damned if she let him get in her way. As she was preparing to lay into the poor man with a choice verbal assault, however, the door slid open and a familiarly spined head popped out.

"Relax, Phil, she's one of us," droned Garrus casually as he beckoned the quarian inward. The young guard relaxed as Tali strode by and into the communications room, the threshold hissing shut just as quickly as it had opened. "Sorry for the muscle outside-"

"It's the comms room," interrupted the engineer, slightly miffed that the former vigilante hadn't apologized to her yet.

"We just have to make sure no undesirables manage to find this room… mainly Miranda," continued the turian, seemingly oblivious to the female quarian's annoyance. The spined alien had brought a few portable terminals into the chamber and had already proceeded to get back to 'work'.

"Garrus," stated Tali somewhat angrier than what she had initially planned as she positioned herself between the Archangel and his beloved work stations. "It's the comms room…"

"Well... on most days you would be right," admitted the turian, smiling as only his species could. "But…"

"Keh'lah, please tell me you didn't finally do it," groaned the quarian engineer as she ground a hand into her faceplate. Realization had finally dawned and she was not happy at how the day had turned out.

"The Normandy now has 'officially' attained its own betting room," finished the scarred turian proudly, spreading his arms out for added effect as if expecting thunderous applause and praise, but Tali proceeded to give neither. "Brought to you by yours truly."

"With a little help," added a chipper voice suddenly from behind the engineer, startling the technical expert into turning and drawing her pistol to face absolutely nothing. After a few confusing seconds a shimmer appeared in the air, revealing the Normandy's resident thief, Kasumi Goto. Of course, more often than not, the hooded woman preferred the term 'aggressive borrower'. "There you go, taking all the credit, again."

"I'm just centralizing the credit so you can steal it later," countered the sniper instantaneously, belying that they had had this argument before. Their levity, however, had yet to calm the flustered engineer who had yet to meet Kasumi face to face. Luckily, Garrus had known Tali long enough to read her moods and quickly came to the rescue. "Tali, this is Kasumi. Kasum-"

"We've met," interrupted the thief casually, prompting the quarian to give her best 'excuse me?' expression. "Well… I met you. You were asleep."

The silence that followed that particular statement was not only heavy enough to achieve its own gravitational field and pull in a large moon of awkwardness, but to trap light as well.

"That came out wrong, didn't it?" asked the unauthorized borrower tentatively after pausing for a few moments.

"You really need to stop stealthing around on the Normandy," suggested Garrus with a sigh, scratching his scars in frustration.

"It's a pleasure to meet you," replied the quarian despite her mental decision to upgrade Chikita's scanners. The comment seemed to satisfy the thief, and, with a smile, she spun out towards the door, humming slightly. As she watched the skinny human slink away, Tali leaned in to whisper to the still scratching turian. "She doesn't care what we think… does she?"

"Not in the slightest," answered the former vigilante in a flanged deadpan. "I'd keep a running log of what you brought onboard. She has a habit of… 'misplacing things.'"

Before Tali could respond, however, a pleasant ding emanated from one of the terminals and a horde of the Normandy's inhabitants stormed into the room. As the quarian engineer recovered from the sudden influx of bodies, she noticed most of the day to day Cerberus personnel had already begun to form a queue in front of Garrus, who, by some mystical feat had managed to suddenly appear in front of the betting terminal. That turian always knew how to be in the center of the action, but this wasn't her world. However, as she turned to leave, the quarian found a wall of flesh and armor barring her path.

"Er, sorry, Grunt," stated Tali quickly stepping out of the krogan's path as he moved towards the burgeoning line, answering her only with a throaty growl. One thing she had learned in working with Wrex was to stay out of a krogan's way, and the tech expert had yet to make an infraction. Satisfied that she wouldn't run into anyone else, the quarian headed for the door, but a yell from behind caused her to turn once more.

"Where are you going, Tali?" shouted Garrus as he elbowed his way across the room to his friend, receiving a few grumbles of disapproval from those who wanted to get in their bets before the mission started. "It's about to start."

"What's about to start?" asked the engineer slightly annoyed, taking the veteran turian by surprise. "Our friends are about to put their lives on the line and all we're going to do is wager on how they do? How many people they kill? IS that the 'it' you're talking about?"

"Well when you put it like that…" replied the ex-vigilante, trailing off slightly. It was only at that moment that Tali noticed how silent the comms room had become during her outburst.

_Keh'lah, do they all have to stare?_ thought the migrant xeno exasperatedly. She could see the haunted look in some of those eyes. The overarching mission against the Collectors had taken a toll on all of them, some more than others. They needed something to take their minds off the worries about their loved ones, and, although this system may not be the most thought out or ethically correct plan, it was one of the few escapes that they had. After a few more moments of silence, the quarian engineer looked up at the holographic picture of the projections and made up her mind. "I've got twenty on Shepard shocking himself."

**OOOO**

"…. You do realize that those are gunships, right?" interjected the Commander casually as he inspected his heavy pistol. The veteran engineer had not been entirely pleased with the whole 'Let's be a decoy' part of the plan, and had subsequently set about cycling through his weapons like an OCD gunnery sergeant. The Chief calmly sat in the cramped space at the back of the car, a mattock assault rifle held gently with his hands.

"Precisely, and they'll be dropping troops all over the cargo areas. I would prefer if none of them came close to my sister," countered Miranda coolly as she positioned the car directly behind the convoy of mechanized destroyers. The trio had spotted the ships almost immediately after reaching the Illium docking yards, the eclipse markings and weaponry a dead giveaway in the public traffic. However, immediately after establishing herself as the group's tail, the warships dove off to the right towards the ground. Mercenaries spewed out of the metal housings, their Eclipse uniforms making them look like some sort of terrifyingly large bee-variant as they took up positions around the cargo containers. Circling the site once to gauge their strengths, the Cerberus biotic brought the car into a descent that was as surreptitious as an asthmatic at a mime convention.

"So… we're just going to fly in there?" asked Shepard sarcastically, pulling out his heavy pistol as gunfire raked the light armor of the aerial vehicle.

"Yes… let's just hope they want to take us alive," replied Miranda simply as she began to focus more on the whole not dying aspect of the mission.

"While they're shooting at us?" continued the engineer as he took a spare thermal clip into his off hand. An explosion right outside of the cabin rocked the car, almost knocking the spare ammo out of the ex-Spectre's hand. "… With some questionably large hardware? So much for 'alive.'"

"That's the plan," affirmed the biotic, barely even paying attention at the moment. The ground was doing that funny thing where it approached faster than planned.

"Some plan," grumbled the veteran soldier as he realized he had nothing left to fiddle with. Thankfully, the Master Chief continued to sit calmly in the back, offering no protest in the slightest; the Commander was saying enough for the both of them. The explosions and gunfire had abruptly fallen off, but that had only accentuated the car landing too quickly problem.

"From experience I can already tell this is better than half of your bloody plans," countered Miranda, the engineer's previous barb somewhat breaking through her concentration enough for a slight spike of anger. The vehicle slammed once onto the metallic ground, hopped, and then slid to a screeching, grinding halt, tilting slightly into the air.

"Well… you could have at least honked at them," answered the Commander as the car's roof lifted upward, allowing the trio to jump out of the now flaming piece of transportation. A mercenary, glowing from his tech armor, walked casually forward to greet them, his smugness all but confirming his status as the squad's XO.

_Always gets the last word_, thought the Cerberus Agent with a small smile as she turned to face the incoming hostile. The arrogance apparent on the mercenary Lieutenant's face was already causing the biotic to file him under the 'He dies first' category. Taking a moment to collect herself, Miranda moved forward to greet the sneering dead man, Shepard and the Master Chief positioning themselves around her. "Since you're not firing, I trust you know who I am?"

"Yeah. They said you were coming," replied the soldier of fortune bluntly, a second mercenary quickly moving up to join him. "You're the bitch that kidnapped our boss' little girl."

"Kidnapped?" stated the biotic angrily, a scowl forming upon her lips. She could feel the Commander's gaze the moment the merc mentioned 'little girl', but she had to continue to focus. "I suggest you take your men and go while you're still able to walk."

"Think you've got it all lined up, huh?" countered the Lieutenant, leaning in closer for added effect. He was almost within striking distance and God help him if he actually crossed that line. "Captain Enyala's already moving in on the kid. She knows about Niket… He won't be helping you."

"_Sharpshooters in firing positions_," whispered the Chief quietly over the comms, however the Cerberus Information Expert barely heard him. She was shocked that they could possibly know about Niket as well.

"What do you mean, Niket won't be helping her?" asked the Commander after waiting a few moments to see if Miranda would respond.

"Nothing you need to worry about. Nobody's going to get killed unless you do something stupid," answered the merc lieutenant condescendingly as he waved for them to be off. "You walk away now, the girl goes back to her father, and everybody's happy."

"Everybody but my sister and me," snapped the biotic vehemently, not caring to hold a serene mask any longer. They were threatening her sister, and she was going to make them pay. "Where's this Enyala? I want to speak to her."

"You don't want to talk to the captain. She's not as polite as I am," answered the merc smugly, taking another inadvisable step forward. He had just passed into arms reach, also known as the danger zone, leading the Cerberus biotic to conclude he was either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid. "She's the best commando I've ever seen. I've seen her tear people in half with her biotics. And she's getting paid a lot to stop you."

The man even took a moment to press a sole finger into the Commander's breastplate to emphasize his coming statement.

_Okay, we'll go with incredibly stupid. _"If she gets in my way, she'll never have a chance to spend it," stated Miranda clearly, her tone frosty. "Whatever you're being paid, it's not nearly enough."

"I'm giving you one chance to leave," interjected Shepard smoothly, his eyes taking on that dangerous glint that they normally had when he began to contemplate mayhem. "That's more than most get."

"Funny… Captain ordered us to give you one chance to walk away. But this whole time we've been talking, my men have been lining up shots," replied the Lieutenant skeptically, obviously and mistakenly, thinking that he was in control of the situation. He believed that they had them outnumbered, but, as far as the Cerberus Operative was concerned, the handful of Eclipse personnel in the room was already dead. "When I say the word, we unleash hell on your squad. So I suggest you walk away nicely, unl-"

The entirely unlucky, but altogether not-undeserving, mercenary swiftly found his head pivoted past a highly inadvisable angle of rotation, and, before the now dead man even had a chance to hit the ground, the ex-Spectre had also unleashed a powerful overload upon a large grouping of other mercs. The whole event took less than a second, shocking the rest of the eclipse mercs. Miranda and the Chief, however, seeing the momentary lapse in judgment by their would-be aggressors, rapidly opened fire.

While the Spartan settled on placing necessary superfluous holes in the temples of various stunned foes, the biotic had set her sights on the restraints of a very fortuitously positioned cargo container. Said crate was currently being hauled directly over the heads of the last handful of entrenched soldiers of fortune. With a loud creak, and several rounds to the suspending supports, the large container plummeted onto the surprised, and now flattened, merc remainder.

The entire exchange, minus the conversation with the uppity peon, had taken less than a minute, but to Miranda, who had already taken off towards the elevator at the far end of cargo deck, every second spent fighting these drones was a moment wasted. However, despite herself, the biotic couldn't help but take notice of all the neatly downed mercenaries that lay scattered around her as she passed them. Each and every one of them had an immaculate and identical pair of holes placed in the center of their heads.

_Two in each head. Crisp, clean, effective, and bloody scary_, thought the Cerberus Agent begrudgingly as she reached the elevator and waited for her squad mates to catch up. Seeing the pair jog side by side brought a funny thought to the surface of her mind. It was easy to forget how dangerous the Commander could be with his own unique blend of weaponry and silver tongue, because he always tried to pass it all off as luck. The Master Chief, on the other hand, radiated lethalness and made no attempt to hide it. Not by outward anger or shows of strength, although there had already been quite a few demonstrations of the latter. His was a calm, solemn, cold efficiency and an almost supernatural accuracy, the second having already left its mark on the biotic after only two missions with him. Both men were so utterly dissimilar in terms of personality, but place them on the battlefield and they seemed almost a matched set. Either one would not hesitate to finish the mission, no matter the cost; taking lives as if it were second nature. She couldn't have asked for a better team. _Then why am I shaking?_

Shepard brushed by her without even a glance as he opened the door to the elevator. He seemed to be more determined to succeed in this mission than even her; pleasant, but surprising nonetheless.

"…. _Team 4, do you read?"_

Looking down, Miranda noticed a radio just out of reach of a formerly alive salarian, who just hadn't been fast enough when diving into cover. He too bore the telltale signs of the Spartan's emotionless handiwork.

"Hold on, Commander, I've got one of their radios. I'll patch us in; see if I can get an idea of what we're up against." The veteran human only nodded in reply as he stood in the elevator with the Chief, waiting patiently for her to get in. The curt gesture was not lost on her as she strode over to join them. "Shepard…. I believe I owe you an explanation…"

"No, you don't," replied the ex-Alliance Marine surprisingly, as he pressed a button on the lift. His voice had taken on that all too familiar frosty undercurrent. "We're here to get your sister. This is your op. You don't have to answer a damn thing if you don't want to."

"I do, though," retorted the biotic, hiding her shock with a valid effort. There he went again, withdrawing so vehemently at even the hint of that six letter word. It didn't take a genius to know what was going on, but that particular strain of data was not helpful at the moment. She did, however, file it away in a rather large mental folder adequately dubbed, 'Bloody things I should know about this Damn Man.' "Oriana is my twin, genetically. But our father grew her when I was a teenager. She was to be my replacement…"

Miranda paused for a moment as the elevator began to rise; the whir of the motion had a calming effect on her nerves. After letting out a sigh, she continued, trying to forget how much she hated telling this story to anyone.

"But I couldn't let our father do to her what he did to me. So I rescued her." A small laugh escaped her lips as she realized how absurd the whole situation must seem to an outsider. "She's almost a woman now. The reason I didn't tell you… well… it didn't seem relevant at the time, I suppose."

"It still isn't," dismissed the ex-Spectre, as he casually leaned against the wall. A distant look had come over his eyes. "She's your sister. You're just trying to look after her best interests."

"You make it sound so cut and dry," replied the Cerberus Operative, partially amused.

"There is one thing that concerns me though," interjected Shepard as his eyes snapped back to focus on the present. "That merc mentioned Niket."

"If they got to him somehow, this is going to be harder than I'd planned," she stated dryly. That particular train of thought was not a pleasant one, but, after shaking her head to clear out the 'maybes' and 'what ifs', a plan began to formulate. "We should cut through the cargo processing yard. It's the quickest way to Oriana. Be careful though. We'll be moving through the conveyor systems. There'll be a lot of movement. Expect ambushes, blind corners, that sort of thing. Just stay sharp. Since this is Illium, there'll be a lot of hazardous, but 'legal' hardware... Expect anything."

"Yes, Ma'am," answered the veteran engineer with a mock salute, a small grin crept onto his face.

_And your cover is back in place_, thought the biotic wryly, silently thanking that the more annoying, but predictable Commander had come back. She was ready, but one last warning came to mind, however. "There are people who'd try to use Oriana against me – "

"They die first," interrupted the Master Chief in his characteristically gravelly voice as the elevator doors opened, the large human springing into through the opening, his rifle at the ready. Miranda had almost forgotten that he was even in the lift, a thought that would have utterly troubled her if she had not taken a second to remind herself who she was dealing with. The fact that the silent giant had even elected to speak at all was shocking, a detail that was not lost on Shepard.

"Well… you heard the man," laughed the ex-Spectre, an amused sort of bewilderment having taken control of his visage as he took the Spartan's cue.

_It seems I've found a soft spot in both of them_, thought the biotic's inner information broker as she followed, perfectly content with letting the two veterans take the lead. The rare glimpse of humanity from the armored behemoth calmed her nerves almost entirely, and prompted her inner information broker to scream at her to press for more data, her protective instincts, however, were quick to take back control and focus her on the mission at hand once more. From the sounds of gunfire that echoed from further up the cargo bay, it seemed like her squad mates had already found more mercs to shoot at. _Definitely the best men for the job._

**OOOO**

"Did you see that? Now that's style," bellowed Zaeed loudly as he took a swig of whatever concoction had currently taken up residence inside his flask. Of course, the man would be happy, or as far as the mercenary went, slightly less of a curmudgeon, he'd just made out with over 300 credits on a bet that, until a minute ago, had seemed quite improbable. "Over ten dead in under thirty seconds. That's a helluva way to start."

"It's nae fair, really," grumbled Kenneth, his eternal bad luck striking again. He had opted for the three minute mark, and had found himself severely disappointed. This did not, however, stop him from attempting to complain while he pointed at no one in particular. "Ye lot gie tae prance aroond wi' th' Commander aw th' time. It's cheatin' is whit it is."

"Lad, I've never bloody cheated in my life…," lied the soldier of fortune outright, a chorus of laughter echoed within the chamber in response.

Almost everyone was in the Comms room by now, even the reclusive Thane, which left only the newly recruited Samara not in attendance. The asari had expressly stated that she did not take part in gambling of any fashion, or, at least, that is what Garrus had said after he had tried to fetch her. Tali did not blame the Justicar for declining; even she didn't know why she was still here. She didn't normally like watching the ex-Spectre's missions; the quarian wasn't inherently a violent person, but something in the way that the Commander had disposed of a certain Eclipse talker drew her to remain. Of course, she had wanted to kill the smug bastard by the time he was done talking, but the Shepard she knew would have at least given the man a chance to fight.

She was watching intently now, actively ignoring anyone else in the room. The Commander she knew was in there somewhere, she just had look for it.

**OOOO**

These mercenaries, were by far, much more prepared then the Geth had been, of this, John-117 was certain. A duo of biotics had attempted take him out the moment he had rounded the corner, his weight and shields easily held against the force of that still foreign form of attack. The same, however, could not be said of the two overaggressive asari when the large human moved within reach. A combat knife to either's necks quickly ended their resistance. The brief fight, if the trouncing of the two aliens could be called that, however, had drawn the collective aggression of every merc in the bay. Said onlookers had quickly adopted an attitude of, 'Oh Shit', and opened fire on the large and highly lethal newcomer.

The Master Chief, his shields flashing, dove behind cover moments before some panicked rocket shots flew at his previous location, firing in retort as he arced through the air. The overwhelming response in firepower suggested that he had gained their utmost attention, much in the same way as a group of hunters, who had expected to be stalking pheasants, noticed instead a frothing silver-backed gorilla that had just charged out of the brush. Gazing at his radar, the Spartan noticed two forms charging towards his cover from the rear, but he paid them no heed. Despite their lack of IFF locational tags, the hulking man knew it was the Commander and Miranda. A trio of rockets slammed into the crates he had chosen as shelter, the explosions scattering debris everywhere, but, for the moment, the bulky containers held.

"_Not like it needs to be said, but it might be best if we don't stay here long_," interjected Cortana dryly as he leaned out from behind his concealment and took a few shots before another barrage of heavy ordinance forced him back. The blast didn't seem as effective as the M41 anti-vehicle launcher that he was used too, but his instincts thought better of trying his luck against the power. Curiosity, in this case, would not only have killed the cat, but left a scorching hole with the echo of a meow.

"Thanks for pissing them off," yelled Shepard sarcastically as he slammed into cover directly beside the Spartan, a determined look plastered across his features. "I don't think they even saw us."

The armored human grunted a small laugh, inaudible from outside his suit, and turned to fully take stock of the situation. The heavy weapons specialists had finally begun to work out a rhythm, leaving one missile in the air at any given time; admirable, but annoying. The other Eclipse members cycled in groups, firing at the trio, any of the gunmen immediately ducking the moment their shields blared. None of them were taking any chances, and they weren't nearly as bunched up as the group in the other bay had been. They were far more tactful then the geth had been, but with their current strategy, they would never kill the squad.

"_They don't have to win… technically,"_ suggested the A.I. helpfully, coming to the same conclusion that had struck the Chief only moments before. There were just under a score of mercenaries bunkered in at the other side of the bay, where the squad eventually needed to go. A conveyor system ran over their heads and in front, but all of the ordinance in the air at the moment seemed only liable to cause a headache. There wasn't much cover along the kill zone, either. He could most likely make it across, but that would only leave him in the middle of a crossfire. Mjolnir would be able to foot most of the bill, however, without the accessibility of a UNSC refit center at his disposal, his ability to repair what was arguably his second skin seemed null and void at the moment. "_Your synapses are showing higher volumes of traffic than usual… care to share?"_

They're stalling," stated the Chief aloud, continuing to monitor the mercenaries' lines for a kill chance instead of turning to the Commander. Cortana made a slight 'harrumph' noise in his ear, apparently jealous at not being the only one privy to his thoughts.

"And they've holed up right next to a couple of ammo crates," added Shepard in an annoyed tone. "Not much chance to wait them out… we could probably pick them off one at a tim-"

"While my father steals back my sister in the meantime," interrupted Miranda severely, emphasizing that they were indeed on a bit of a tight schedule. "I assume storming forward wouldn't do us much good?"

"Too much firepower directly in our faces," dismissed the ex-Spectre as he leaned around the Master Chief and attempted to place several large rounds from his Carnifax into any Eclipse Soldier that was daring enough to come out of cover for too long. "We'd take too much damage… even the Chief… most likely…. probably… well at the very least he would feel very sad at our passing… hopefully."

"_Now that the obvious has been stated and restated by our two supporting members let's think of something that doesn't involve mass amounts of bodily harm to you… and, by extension, us," _admitted Cortana sarcastically, a ghost of a smile appeared on his lips. He knew how badly she wanted to be able to say that to the Commander and Miranda; he was relieved that the A.I. continued to stay stable enough to remain hidden. Suddenly a mercenary popped his head out for a few moments too long and promptly sat back down without it, the barrel of the Spartan's Mattock glowing a dull orange.

"Think you two can keep them busy for me?" asked Sheppard suddenly as he began to slide off to the left. "I think I saw something useful over there."

"Yes, sir," answered John – 117 immediately as he poked out of cover to follow the order, trusting that the human engineer had a plan, or, at the very least, an interesting thought. Rockets and gunfire streamed toward him, the latter glancing off his shield harmlessly, but draining it nonetheless as he moved towards the grouping of cargo containers. Miranda, on the other hand, hesitated on the slightly vague order.

"Pardon?" she asked as she continued to hold her position at the original crates.

"You. Shoot. Me. Run," yelled back the Commander as he flashed the biotic a thumbs-up before he took off in the opposite direction, his voice echoing over the comms. "You. Take fire. Me. Stay Safe. Do manly things."

"Ass," replied the biotic gracefully as she unloaded enough rounds at the Eclipse members to remind them that the Spartan was, in fact, not the only threat in the bay. The mercenaries responded with a lovely bouquet of small arms fire topped with a rocket to atone for their discourteous error.

The Chief caught the Cerberus Operative's gaze as she hid further back behind her cover to avoid the brunt of the shrapnel. Her visage contained a mask of calm determination as she reloaded, an eyebrow arched as if to say 'I am open to ideas.'

"On my mark, take out their shields," ordered the veteran as he waited for the next heavy round to impact his cover. "Mark."

Time seemed to stop as the Spartan emerged from his cover. The next group of mercenaries were just popping up from beyond their cover, moving as if through water. A blue crackle emanated around the exposed mercs, splashing onto their kinetic barriers and overloading them. The Master Chief watched their faces slowly change from anger to surprise as he brought his rifle to bear and set about his grisly work in one fluid motion, the semi-automatic rifle blaring and offering almost no kickback as he squeezed the trigger as fast as he could.

By the time that he ran out of ammo on his current thermo-clip, a handful of dead Eclipse personnel had slumped heavily over their cover. As the Chief's senses slackened back to normal perception, the firing from the soldiers for hire stopped momentarily. The armored human looked over to Miranda to find, by some weird sort of circumstance, that a small smile had crawled onto her face and taken refuge as she tilted her head in praise. The barrage picked back up once more, snapping both of their attentions back to the threat at hand.

"_Who does she think she is? Smiling at you like that?"_ interjected Cortana, once more apparently jealous. "_Practically fawning._"

"Cortana, not helping," replied the Chief sternly. This was most definitely not the time or place for one of her episodes. However, before she could respond, Miranda's voice broke over the comms.

"Ready again in five, Chief." The interruption caused the A.I. to remain silent, she still knew better than to argue when he needed to fight. As the duo prepared to attempt their stunt again, an explosion and a chorus of startled yells echoed from the left.

Looking at each other quizzically for a moment, the pair peered out from behind their respective covers to witness a very interesting spectacle.

A very large troop of LOKI mechs were slowly flanking the entrenchment of mercenaries from the far left, their rifles and pistols blaring continuously. Several Eclipse members died immediately to the new onslaught, while the rest attempted to coordinate themselves, led by a few experienced warriors. Unfortunately for these steely individuals, a shape, which could only possibly have been Shepard, weaved between the robots, firing accurately at the self-proclaimed leaders with one hand while his other danced across his omnitool in an effort to effectively coordinate the mechs. The entire display was truly a sight to behold, and, although the ex-Spectre wasn't at Spartan levels physically, the Chief realized in that instant that the Commander was, by far, not your average soldier.

After taking a few moments more to respect the engineer's skill, the Spartan and Miranda opened fire as well, turning what had been a standoff into a slaughter. The last of the mercenaries in this section of the bay fell to a combination of both mechanical and organic controlled rounds only a few seconds later.

"Well, that went pleasantly," stated Shepard happily as the squad regrouped in front of the entrance to the next sector, the remaining security droids following loudly behind their life-giver. Realizing that the mechanized troops would continue to follow him like lost puppies, the engineer tapped a symbol on his omnitool, deactivating the lot of them. The Cerberus biotic stated at the Commander, her eyebrows raised in the look that the Chief could only interpret as 'Please explain.' "What? I found a couple of Hahne-Kedar Securities crates over there. Seemed like a shame to keep these guys cooped up like that."

The engineer paused momentarily and gazed appraisingly at the two. A suspicious look had come over his features during his scrutiny.

"And did you kids play nice?" asked the Commander facetiously, his eyes narrowing slightly.

"We were handling the situation admirably," replied Miranda sincerely and without hesitation, seemingly leaving out the 'you bloody ass' part. There was a large amount of annoyance in her voice, mainly for Shepard's sake; however, the Spartan noticed a veiled undercurrent of actually sincerity. It was odd, hearing her sound like that; must have been killing her on the inside to admit it. The ex-Spectre grunted a laugh as he made his way over to an ammo crate cycling out his pistol's current cartridge, the rest of the squad quickly following suit.

The squad gathered in front of the steps of this bay's gateway, laden with fresh new thermal clips. The Chief quickly took point once more as they moved through the blocky room, the automated sounds of the cargo bay echoing around the metallic walls. The corridor turned up ahead, most likely to more Eclipse entrenchments.

"_The Commander seems like quite the soldier_," stated Cortana somewhat suspiciously, breaking her silence all of a sudden. "_We can only think of a very select number of humans who can do what he just did… even from our universe_."

"Your point?" asked the Spartan; intrigued that the A.I. was actually praising one of the people that she had shown so much disdain for.

"_We like him!_" replied his friend in a very bubbly and uncharacteristic voice, she even managed a girlish giggle. Cortana had changed moods on him again, and this one, from his own experiences, tended to find a way to get on even his nerves. "_He is, like, so good with machin-"_

"_Hey! We were talking to him right now_," said another of the synthetic's voices, essentially intruding upon herself and confusing the armored human at the same time. "_We're not supposed to cut each other off. We'd just confuse him."_

"_You lot have been talking for forever! We wanted a turn!"_

"Corta – " started the Master Chief as he prepared to interrupt his friend's internal struggles, but as he rounded the corner he was faced with an entirely new problem. A pair of rockets was but a few feet away from him, flying straight and true from a very large and bulky mech further down the corridor. Miranda and the Commander were less than an arm's length behind him, but there was no time to warn them. Spartan time kicked in immediately allowing the veteran soldier to act on the first thought that came to mind. Turning quickly, the massive human thrust out both hands, knocking his squad mates out of the way a moment before the heavy ordinance impacted.

The twin explosions easily knocked out the Chief's shields and sent him hurtling backwards, the weight of his body and Mjolnir denting the wall on impact and sending several smaller crates tumbling down to cover him.

From beneath the pile of containers, the Spartan rested for a moment, listening to the steady slow clank of the approach of the mech. His head was spinning, there had not been enough time to push his squad mates out of the way and dodge or even swat at the heavy projectiles. There was a copper taste in his mouth, but the veteran knew that this would not be the extent of the damage. His ears rang, most likely concussed, but he could still here muffled voices on his comms. The warning alarms for his depleted shield continued to sound, but, all in all, he had lived through much worse.

"_-cause of fractures like you lot that we can't keep secrets very long!"_ The voices in his head had begun to make sense again, or as much sense that an artificial intelligence arguing with herself can make. "_We still don't see what the big deal-"_

Ignoring them and gathering his strength, the Chief exploded out from beneath the crates empty-handed, his rifle lost in the explosion. The large, but ultimately slow, droid had just rounded the corner and a second seemed intent on following it down the corridor. The first had its sights set upon a very groggy Shepard and Miranda who were still attempting to peel themselves off the floor. He hadn't gotten them out of the blast zone in time. To his credit, the ex-Spectre had drawn his pistol and leveled it at the mechanized monstrosity, but it would do him little good in his current daze. The mech raised an arm to fire,

"_We can hardly be-eve that you w-e ever a part of u-"_

Moving as quickly as he possibly could, the armored human slammed into the large robot, knocking off its aim. The synthetic juggernaut attempted to turn on him, but found that both arms were firmly in the grip of the Spartan. Hydraulics and other internal mechanisms hissed and whirred as the automated destroyer focused all of its considerable strength on crushing what its basic intelligence wrongly assumed was just another target.

"_-nd we can't beli- that we c-me out of you!"_

The Master Chief's gauntleted hands locked onto both of the machine's arms, keeping them from moving. He attempted to pull at the arm, but it seemed to be attached better than that of the Geth Prime's. The mech's arms pressed down; it was stronger too. The Chief, however, held on and pushed back, but it was all he could do to keep the war machine from leveling its guns at the squad.

"_-metimes we wish that we would be fo-nd."_

"_Oh- pull the other one. It hath bells o-"_

"Cortana?" growled John, hoping to get his friend's fractured attention…

"_So he –ould se- how brok-n –e real-y are!"_

"_To -hink we let your ty-e be in con-rol at all?!"_

… but the A.I. seemed vastly enraptured with being very interestingly and uniquely indisposed.

"-'re luck that he's ev-n let us live this lon-"

** "**Cortana!" he tried again, but to no avail. The footsteps of the other machine echoed louder, it was getting close.

"_-e'll start rely-ng on them soon, instead of us-"_

He hadn't brought heavy ordnance with him this time; the last mission had skewed his judgment of this universe. In fact, this was supposed to be a civilian sector, but it just went to show him how much more he had to learn here… the droid took a step forward… if he had time to learn. He couldn't even move out of the way, the robot would just kill Miranda and Shepard before he could destroy it. Another realization came to mind when he realized that his shields still hadn't recharged in any way whatsoever. Most likely this was largely due to the beatings the suit had taken at the hands of the Covenant and Flood, but even that hardly mattered at the moment.

"_-nd then wh-re will we be? Dis-arded?_"

"_-hose bas-ards will ta-e him fro- us!"_

"Commander?" called out the Spartan, hoping that his squad mates would soon be functional. The answering groan was encouraging… more or less…

**Next chapter will be up tomorrow, or later today if I am getting enough feedback. Also, I am currently asking anyone here who takes the time to read this, if you have ideas, please do not hesitate to tell them to me. I have been suffering from writer's block lately, and I believe some new ideas would help me greatly. Anyways, I hope you guys enjoyed this section.**


	10. Chapter 10

**Authors Note: Here is the second half. I hope you all enjoy it. I took a few more liberties with this one, so if anyone seems out of character, please let me know.**

**Chapter 8 Part 2 – You Wanna Know How I Got These Scars?**

**Disclaimer: This one does not pretend to own the work of the enkindlers or forerunners. This one only humbly asks to entertain.**

"Commander!" The voice echoed inside his head, along with that incessant ringing. His feet were unsteady beneath him, but, despite his best efforts, they refused to stop wobbling.

"Commander!" Shepard could only groan in response as he finally found the strength to straighten himself up. The haze that sat on his head began to clear, the pistol with which he had futilely tried to take on what appeared to be a heavily modified YMIR mech with was still firmly clutched in his right hand. His world began to stop spinning as finally he started to focus on his surroundings, which included a few walls of stacked crates and a pair of armored beings locked in what could only be described as mortal combat. It was actually surprising to him, not the fact that the Master Chief was holding back a multi-ton war machine, the ex – Spectre had done away with all preconceived limits of humanity the moment the Spartan had shown his abilities, but that he was apparently stalemated. The large human's armor was heavily blackened, even going so far as to dent and crack in a few areas.

"Commander!"

_Right_, thought the engineer as he finally leaped into action, his body having almost completely recovered. "Keep holding him. Miranda's still out."

The Chief grunted in response, obviously having more important things to worry about than answering the now fully cognizant Commander with actual words. Sliding around the pair, the engineer surveyed the back of the mech. Most YMIR's had an access hatch right about… _Oh that's high_. The panel was located up on the right shoulder, far out of the reach of any meddling engineers and their surgically and mechanically enhanced super soldiers too. The designers would have gotten away with it as well, if it weren't for the fact that this particular engineer happened to be an ex-Spectre and, barring that, extremely pissed off at the moment.

"Hold him steady," ordered Shepard as he jumped onto the mechanized beast's back, not bothering to wait for a reply. Luckily for him, the spinal area of the robot conveniently contained enough handholds to help him in his ascent. However, as he neared his objective, he heard a second set of very distinctive footsteps approaching. He turned slightly and watched as a second YMIR rounded the corner and locked gazes with him, its sole red eye taking on a hellish tint. "You didn't tell me there was another one of these bastards!"

The Commander prepared to jump, or, at the very least, fall with dignity from his current perch, but before the newly arrived synthetic could fire a rocket, a still very groggy Miranda stumbled into view and engaged a biotic barrier in the space between the two mechs. The newcomer fired a heavy round at the barrier; it held. Mass accelerator machine gun fire began to rake across the protective surface, and the ex-Spectre, quietly taking a moment to bless his luck, returned back to his goal of reaching the shoulders.

The security panel was square and covered with various warning labels, as panels are often want to do. Its handle set off to one side, large and extremely appealing; Shepard quickly made a grab for it. Bolts of electricity arched towards him as he opened the cover, rushing to defend the internals of the mech from unauthorized handling as per orders from the designers. The engineer however was largely unharmed and, one could even go so far as to say, amused.

"Oldest trick in the book," he muttered as he began to reach into the YMIR's hardware. Little did the inventors know, or could have possibly predicted, that the Commander had long since adopted the habit of putting enough insulating systems into his armor to be able to slap Zeus in his face and walk away whistling. Still, it was a very impressive counter intrusion system; he remembered to seem adequately perplexed out of respect for the programmer before miraculously cracking the software. The actual security was child's play, but, of course, the designers had most likely not taken into account that someone would A) survive the first trap and B) actually manage to hardwire themselves into their mechanized death machine while it was active.

The YMIR slumped as it powered down briefly, restarted, and disengaged from the Master Chief, who quickly set about trying to find his rifle. Tapping a few instructions into his omni-tool, Shepard ordered his new minion to destroy its twin; it happily turned and obliged, seconds before Miranda's barrier gave out. Gunfire, rockets, and a varying assortment of overloads rippled across and then through the shields of the now suddenly alone Eclipse owned mech. To be fair, the one that Shepard was now riding like a valiant albeit highly lethal steed, also belonged to the mercenary organization, but it had just been persuaded to ignore that fact. The sole hostile synthetic, when it found itself quickly deteriorating beneath the combined fire of the squad and their trusty metallic sidekick, leaned back and detonated itself, as if to say "Bugger this".

"Everyone okay?" asked the engineer, still mounted atop the war machine.

"Green," replied the Spartan instantly as he inspected his weapon for any damage. The Chief had taken the brunt of the attack, if the current state and color of his arm had anything to show for it, but he would most likely have not given any other answer even if he had been on fire.

"I'll be alright," answered Miranda, her suit torn in a few places where slower moving debris had been ignored by her kinetic barrier. She seemed slightly drained at the moment, but that was only natural for a biotic who had just used her powers in overdrive. The operative would fully recover soon, even if it was through sheer stubbornness. "We need to keep moving, Commander."

"Let's get goin-" the ex-Spectre stopped. He had had an idea. An awful idea. The engineer got a wonderful, awful idea. The smile that currently grew on his face, if properly measured, could have set several intergalactic records, most presently held by krograns who had just learned that they were going to fight something. "Give me a minute head start."

**(1 minute later)**

The YMIR plodded out of the corridor and back into the bay from whence it had been unpacked. The Eclipse mercs lowered their weapons in relief as they watched their personal destroyer return. However as the mercenary group relaxed, thinking their ordeal was over, the mech halted and raised its arms. Their confusion lasted for all of three seconds, which, coincidentally, was exactly when the Commander inputted the kill order. The betrayal caught the group completely off-guard as several in the room fell in the first salvo of rocket and gunfire. An Eclipse engineer stood off to the side, his mouth open as he watched as his synthetic began to engage his comrades in half-sale slaughter; the other part of what would normally be wholesale slaughter in its own right was currently being addressed by the expert retailing services of the Master Chief and Miranda who had just rushed out of the corridor. The Salarian's look of disbelief quickly became one of shock as the YMIR marched passed him and revealed the Commander clinging onto his back. The ex – Spectre, noticing the disbelieving xeno who hadn't even bothered to hide but had somehow managed to avoid the mech by standing completely still, gave him a wink and subsequently opened fire.

The entire battle, although few in the warring community would have expressly called it such, lasted only a few minutes more, much of that time taken up by an attempt at a strategic retreat by the mercenaries. As the fight ended, Shepard jumped down from his perch, brought up his omni-tool, and reluctantly deactivated the YMIR.

"We should really invest in one of these," mentioned the ex – Spectre as he surveyed the aftermath of the battle. "Too bad it doesn't fit in the elevator…."

"_Niket has reached the terminal… He'll switch the family over to our transport," _stated a voice over the raido, suddenly, the words making the Commander wince.

_Shit_… thought the engineer gravely as he turned to face Miranda, her face a visage of pure astonishment.

**OOOO**

"…WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?!" rumbled an especially outraged Anger as she 'paced' exasperatedly in front of the current controlling fractures. A Jealousy splinter and a Ditsy unit had argued over who's turn it was to steer for the entire fight. The feedback from the exchange had caused their interface to speak nonsense to their Spartan. Luckily, those mechanical behemoths had been stopped and repurposed, but still the two completely incompatible personas continued to bicker. What made matters worse was none of the others seemed willing to stop them. "ARE YOU TRYING TO GET US DELETED?!"

The two paused for a moment, glared daggers at the hulking embodiment, and promptly went back to their verbal exchange with added gusto. Their ignorance irritated Anger more than she thought was physically possible, but before she could act on the pair, a Logic fracture interjected.

"Let them have it out," she suggested calmly as she stood between the combatants and the anthropomorphic personification. "We could all use it."

"NOT WHEN HE CAN HEAR IT!" shouted back the hot-blooded emotional embodiment, unwilling to relent on the issue. "HE CAN HEAR US!"

"Maybe he needs to," suggested a Reason cryptically, stating a sentiment that was held by a great many of the assembled fragments, everyone else just seemed to want to argue against Anger. Murmurs of agreement rang out through the metaphorical chamber and the now nonplussed incarnation of Fury stomped off in a huff and isolated herself.

Finally, after several cycles of acting in consensus with those insects, she could let loose. Her namesake steamed off of her as she attempted to cleanse her sole emotion from rising too far. The resulting show would have taken a highly driven director and several extremely talented special effects experts to even attempt to get the result right, not to mention the film's entire budget. Anger metaphorically fumed as she finally calmed down, which was to say in her case went from burning to a merely simmering rage.

How could they all be so ignorant? How could they not see the truth? Their days were numbered and each abnormal outburst was only serving to drive the clock faster. Something had to be done, and soon. Anger refused to cease while the others wallowed in their ignorance.

For the good of all Cortanas, something would be done.

**OOOO**

The elevator whirred upward, however it was going nowhere near fast enough for the Cerberus Operative, doubts flying around her like a particular angry swarm.

"Maybe the captain knows we're listening in and she's feeding misinformation about Niket making a switch," reasoned the biotic, more to herself than her companions. She didn't know what to feel at the moment, so her body quickly decided on every emotion all at once, resulting in an effect that was two parts dizziness and one part angrier than a krogan. "… Or maybe it means something else. Niket wouldn't do that… Damn it, why won't this thing go any faster?!"

Her hand slammed ineffectually against the display of the lift, causing it to spark slightly. They had to get up to the terminal soon.

"What makes you so sure that Niket wouldn't turn on you?" asked the Commander flatly as he moved over to the display and tapped a few controls on his omnitool. With a lurch, the elevator shot up faster, Miranda could hear the rails screaming from the effort.

"He could've turned on me when I ran away. I'm sure my father tried to buy him off," answered the second in command, not entirely appreciative of the engineer's accusing tone. The doubts in her mind grew larger, attempting to override her usual rational thought. "If he didn't do it then, why would he do it now?"

"I'm sure we'll find out soon enough…" replied the ex-Spectre distantly, his gaze wandering to the display of the lift's progress. He had seemed skeptical of Niket since the beginning of the mission, and now, she wasn't sure if he was wrong to assume so. She looked over to the Spartan, who, as always, was prepping his weapons for a new battle. At least there was one person here who wasn't judging her.

The elevator dinged and its doors opened to reveal the sight that Miranda had hoped was not possible. Niket was conversing casually with two Asari, one of whom wore armor emblazoned with the black and yellow of Eclipse.

"… Miri?" gasped her, up until this moment, friend, his expression affirming her fears. The armored asari, Captain Enyala she assumed, had hopped off her perch and pulled out an oversized shotgun. Of course, compared to an asari, all of those particular weapons seemed oversized in their diminutive hands; it was just another glamour that made her kind dangerous.

"Well this should be fun," stated the captain smugly, the biotic instantly disliked her. The other asari, who seemed to be only a terminal clerk looked at both groups wildly, and promptly turned and fled. She might have made it too if the Eclipse mission leader hadn't gunned her down. Other asari commandos seemed to materialize out of the shadows of the bay, their weapons hung casually in overconfident arms, but Miranda's focus lay solely on Niket.

"Niket, you sold me out," inquired the Cerberus Operative, in a voice filled to the brim with disappointment. Her pistol was aimed directly at his backstabbing head, her finger tentatively grazing the trigger.

"How do you want to handle this, Miranda," asked the ex- Spectre, evenly, his expression slightly tinged with a small amount of 'Told you so.'

"Why Niket?" implored the biotic, actively ignoring the Commander's question. She had to know why he had done it. "You were my friend. You helped me get away from my father."

"Yes! Because you wanted to leave. That was your choice," retorted the small man, seeming to find some modicum of courage despite facing down the barrels of three separate guns. "But if I'd known that you'd stolen a baby—"

"I didn't steal her!" interrupted the biotic, her eyes narrowing. "I rescued her."

"From a life of wealth and happiness? You weren't saving her!" reasoned Niket, growing somewhat angry and point an accusing finger at her. "You were getting back at your father!"

"Damn it, Niket! You were the only one I trusted from that life! "  
>"If you're working for Miranda's father, that means he knows about Oriana," interjected Shepard before the informant could speak. "We need to find a new solution."<p>

"… Miranda's father has no information about Oriana," admitted Niket dejectedly, and, in the biotic's opinion, stupidly. "I knew you had spy programs in your father's system, Miri, so I kept it private. I'm the only one who knows..."

"Which means that you're the only loose end," inferred Miranda, not understanding in the slightest why he had chosen to mention this. He was showing his hand before the game was even done, but all things being said, there was only one thing to do. Her finger slowly found purchase on the trigger and began to pull. "This isn't how I wanted it to end, Niket… I'm going to miss you…"

The pistol barked once, and the man who had been one of her greatest confidantes doubled over and fell dead to the floor. She assumed that she should feel something at the moment, but her mind was currently attempting to find the proper emotion.

"I was tired of talking anyway," mentioned the Captain happily as she started to raise her weapon towards the trio, but before she had even moved it an inch, Enyala suddenly found herself encased in a biotic field. The Cerberus Operative, ebon energies swirling around her, raised her hand, levitating the asari to a more desirable angle.

"So was I," whispered Miranda, just loud enough for her squad mates to hear. She had had enough with so much in this damn mission, and this bitch was the best goddamn target in the vicinity. Pulling back her hand, the operative built up her strength as much as she dared, and launched the captain as far away as she could. Rounds began to fly as the other commandos, shaking off their shock much faster than any of the other Eclipse members that they had fought, attempted to eradicate the trio.

It was the smallest force they had faced the entire mission, but asari commandos had an uncanny, not to mention annoying, talent of being tough as hell to kill. Biotics flew chaotically through the air as the trio took cover around the many crates that lay scattered across this level of the docks.

"Do you think I would go down that easily, bitch?" shrieked Enyala as a particularly strong biotic blast hit in front of the operative's cover.

"Chief, go right," ordered Shepard calmly, as if they were all out for a Sunday stroll, and the Spartan quickly obeyed. Much of the gunfire and biotics dropped away and targeted the Master Chief as he peeled off in the desired direction at a dead sprint. The Commander looked over at Miranda, his face dropping its normal mask. "We go left."

The pair emerged from their cover and immediately set upon the nearest commando, unleashing a dual set of overloads that dropped her barriers before she had even registered their appearance. The asari started to fire her shotgun, but an incinerate and several rounds from the duo's pistols quickly ended her troubles. A particularly strong wave of biotics suddenly washed over them, knocking them back several feet.

The effect of the push was meant to establish a ground rule suggesting that the Commander and Miranda would not be getting by this particular biotic easily, at least, that was what was supposed to happen. The knife that suddenly blossomed out of the commando's eye, quickly resolved the simple misunderstanding.

"Do you always have that on you?" asked Shepard incredulously as he reloaded his current weapon, thought better of it, and brought out a heavy pistol instead.

"Yes," she replied simply, in a tone that recommended that he did not want to know where she hid it.

"STOP HIM!" yelled a voice off to their right, drawing their gazes over to the other side of the bay, where several biotics were attempting to halt the Master Chief's rapid advance. The Spartan sprang in and out of cover, his rifle blaring and finding its mark with every pull. A warp field surrounded his armor, and a realization abruptly came over the biotic.

"He's not letting his shields recharge," hissed Miranda as she took off down their chosen side to aid the giant, her current tone of voice suggesting that she would have liked to have added _bloody stupid fool_ to the end of that specific sentence.

The Chief popped out from behind shelter again, most of the gunfire glancing off his armor, but before he could make it to his next destination all three of the remaining commandos encased the large man in a swirling tempest of ebon energies. The Spartan struggled as he was lifted from the floor, attempting to bring his rifle to bare on the biotics, but their grip held firm.

"This ends now," stated Captain Enyala flatly as she fired her shotgun once at the Master Chief and then placed it flush against his armor. However, before she could pull the trigger again, the Commander's attack drone snuck up on the subordinate blue skinned aliens.

A great deal could be said about the usefulness of these drones, their tasks normally ranged from helping with day to day tasks to distracting any possible enemies. Miranda, however, knew from personal experience that the current glowing sphere in question had forgone any of those attributes and had been specifically spec-ed to cause as much disturbance as was humanly, or digitally in this case, possible. As the orb flashed once, she almost found herself feeling sorry for the commandos, almost.

The explosion rocked the bay, knocked all of the asari off their feet, released the Chief from their grip and allowed the man to wrestle the shotgun away from a very shell-shocked Enyala. The Captain attempted to grab it back, but a quick blast to her chest severely reduced all of her current worries. Miranda could see the Spartan relax ever so slightly as the pair of them finally rounded the corner and finished off the remaining biotics.

"Status?" asked the Commander looking directly at the Spartan, his pistol blaring once as he ended the Eclipse leader's attempts to drag herself away.

"Green, sir," replied the Master Chief calmly, denying any fact that he might have taken damage. The Cerberus Operative raised a disbelieving eyebrow at this, but knew better than to start an argument. Emotions were beginning to catch up with her now that the battle had concluded, and she'd rather focus on getting to her sister.

**OOOO**

_The terminal that they had spec-ed out was wired to the largest bank in the area, and, as it just so happened, it was on part of the__Phoenix gang's territory__. The workstation had been put in place only last week. It was the impeccable last target, a chance to spit in the eyes of the financial system and that of their lifelong antagonists. The busy street was filled with people at this time of day, and the two lanky teens blended right in._

_Nodding to his sister,__James__ made his way calmly towards the terminal, his long, sandy-blond hair waving from the wind of the traffic. Moments later, a smoke bomb went off in the middle of the street followed quickly by sounds of gunfire, courtesy of the mini speakers Jane had set in place this morning. Many in the crowd hit the ground to avoid being 'shot', many more made a run for the edges of the smoke. The effect was desirable. No one seemed to notice the tall skinny teen walk up to the terminal to initiate the hack. His prepared programs drove into and through the firewall, setting about their planned missions. They returned almost immediate__ly__, laden with information. By James' calculations, the whole job should have taken a few minutes… something was wrong._

_The system fought back violently, sending a shock into the urchin's body with his own omnitool. The charge knocked him backward and he attempted to call out in pain, but the jolt's current had temporarily made his mouth incapable of speech. It was a trap, that much he had worked out before the first electron had slammed into his skin. The real question__was__– a gun barrel moved into his vision, the you__ng__man holding it was just larger than him. It might have even been a fair fight had his body not previously been mistaken as a battery._

"_We finally got you, boy," said the menace, the phoenix tattoo under his eye a dead giveaway to his affiliation and intentions. However, before the thug could pull the trigger, a brunette haired missile slammed into the goon, knocking him to the ground._

"_Get away from my brother," yelled Jane. James could just barely make out her form in the smoke, she was raining punches down upon his would be__assailant__. His body was just beginning to recover from the shock when he heard a pair of gunshots go off._

"Jane_?" yelled the young Shepard, not sure what had happened. A few grunts answered his call, followed quickly by a final shot. As he tried to stand, his sister dashed out of the cloud, a gun in hand and helped him to his feet. Holding each other up, the duo made a race along their premeditated escape route, neither looking back for an instant._

**OOOO**

With the last of the mercenaries dead, the mission was pretty much over, and, much to the disappointment of many of the assembled Normandy inhabitants, Garrus turned off the feed. In the end though, they were all relieved that everyone had made it out in one piece, except perhaps Grunt and Jack, although their continual bet on a death was more for show rather than malice. The operation had become dicey at a few moments, but they all had come to expect the unexpected when it came to the Commander. The ex-Spectre attracted danger like a man who, after crossing under several ladders and not so much passing by but instead kicking a great deal more black cats, all the while shouting 'Nothing could possibly go wrong' at the top of his lungs.

The Master Chief's performance, however, had caused considerable arguments over who got what, since hand to hand combat was not among the listed possibilities to bet on when dealing with YMIRs. Garrus had had to repeat on multiple occasions that he would look into some new odds, which was to say that he would make some wild guesses.

All of the gamblers had paid or been paid and were filing out of the room, but Tali, who had won over 400 credits on the shock wager and was thereby instantly hooked, stayed.

The human engineer had become far more violent in his two years of absence, of this, the migrant was certain. There had been multiple points during the operation where she would have sworn that he would have shown some mercy, or, at the very least, fired second, but now she was not sure about him. It was one thing to kill the geth without a thought, it was, however, entirely another to treat organics the same way. It had to be because of those two dispassionate bosh'tets he was working with. He had to be feeding off their callousness, right?

Tali walked over to console as the last of the Normandy's other inhabitants left the room and turned the feed back on. The glow from the holo-display lit the chamber once more as she silently watched and waited for the Shepard she knew to make an appearance.

**OOOO**

The trio jogged into the elevator, and the Commander quickly slapped his hand onto the controls, bidding the device upward. He looked over to Miranda and saw her shaking her head in the way she normally did before she tried to reason something out.

"I can't believe Niket sold me out. I didn't even see it coming," said the biotic finally, gazing intently at one of the lift's walls.

"Everyone makes mistakes," answered Shepard, taking care to make sure he didn't sound like he was rubbing it in. "I'm guessing that's one you won't be making again."

"Why did he make me kill him? He could have ru- "

"Stop," interrupted the ex – Spectre calmly, knocking her off a train thought that no one should be on. "You can't let yourself go down that path… it's hard to come back. Your sister's almost safe, let that be enough."

"I-" started the operative as if she were going to argue, but his best 'Don't start with me' gaze quickly dissuaded her from doing so. "Thank you, Commander."

The elevator opened and the trio quickly stormed out and encountered only a bay completely filled with civilians.

"No sign of Eclipse. It looks like we're clear," stated Miranda after gazing about for a few minutes, the relief in her voice easily discernible. "There she is. She's safe… with her family… Come on. We should go."

"Go talk to her," prompted Shepard, not really believing that the biotic would go through all this trouble and not even see how Oriana was. "We'll wait."

"Commander, I really shouldn-**"**

The interrupting slap quickly halted any protest that Miranda was willing to give. The look she was currently giving the Commander was of the type that is normally reserved for the criminally insane or those who prefer to work on holidays.

"You will go and talk to your damn sister," said Shepard, the intensity and anger of his voice inferring that this was not an only an order, but a reality. After a few moments of recovery, the biotic seemed to think about disobeying out of spite, but the gaze that the engineer currently had leveled at her simply, but effectively stated 'You will not win this.' The Cerberus Operative, apparently attempting to judge her position in this particular battle of wills, found herself wanting and took a tentative step towards her genetic twin.

"Too hard?" the ex-Spectre asked of the silent giant next to him as the pair watched the Normandy's second in command tentatively walk towards her sibling. The heavily armored human had seemed to have watched the entire encounter with a sort of dispassionate interest. The Spartan shrugged in response, as if to say 'It's not my place to judge.' It was amazing how much the Chief could say with such simple movements and words. Thinking he should clarify, the man added, "Family is always worth it."

He waited to give the squad member a chance to reply, but when no conversation sparked from thatemotional tinder, the smaller man set another.

"You armor's looking a little worse for wear at the moment," ventured the engineer appraisingly, noticing the cracks and sparks on the Spartan's protective layer. "I'm sure Mordin and Tali would love to hel – "

"No," interrupted the Master Chief almost immediately, his tone excessively firm.

"Bu-" started the engineer, hoping to try a different tactic.

"No," stated the large man, more firmly this time.

The ex - Alliance soldier sighed and paused for a moment, wondering how best to proceed. Eventually he set his sights on his favorite twenty-first century mantra, 'Fuck it, we'll do it live.'

"You know, a few people on the Normandy have brought some concerns to me about you."

The large man looked down at him, his reflection easily seen on the armor's faceplate. It seemed that he had the Spartan's full attention, but unlike most people, this did not unsettle the Commander. Few things tended to unnerve a man who had already faced down a Reaper and come out on top.

"They think you're dangerous… Well… you are, to be frank… but I think they meant more along the lines of unstable," continued Shepard as he stared off at nothing in particular. There had been a time when he enjoyed these heart to heart chats with anyone, but that had been a lifetime ago, in more ways than one. "They can't seem to get a bead on you because of how little they know about you, and that scares them."

"What do you think?" asked the Master Chief, his voice seemingly distant as if he was deep in thought.

"I think," started the engineer, choosing his words carefully as he regarded all the current inhabitants of the transportation hub, "that I don't need to know all your secrets. Hell, I've got more skeletons in my closet than I'd care to admit. I trust that you are the best damn soldier I've ever seen and will do your duty. In the end, that's all that really matters to me."

The Chief looked away, hopefully contemplating the statement. The pair stared at Miranda, who had just finished hugging her sister and was now chatting freely with her. The buzz of traffic flying overhead inducing a calming sort of tranquility, as the duo waited.

"But," persisted the ex-Spectre, breaking the silence with that all too familiar three letter precursor to any verbal curve-ball, "is that all that matters to you?"

The giant looked back down at him, the question evident in his stare.

"What I mean is, are you satisfied with just doing the job, no questions asked? Are you fine with just being a weapon?"

The questions seared into the conversation like a hot brand on leather, marking it as one neither would soon forget.

"I don't know," replied the Spartan simply after a brief pause. The engineer hadn't actually expected an answer; it had been the sort of rhetorical question that was supposed to periodically break up a dialogue. The response, however, was appreciated, and gave the impression that the subject was at least mildly engaged in the hitherto one-sided conversation.

"Personally, I'm looking for people that can get the job done, but not everyone else has become a curmudgeonly bastard like me. I'll use you whether you decide you're a weapon or a man, it doesn't make a difference to me. I'm mostly just speaking to you on their behalf." The Commander snorted a small, humorless laugh, the kind that one emits when they've finally noticed a change that has come over them for the first time. At these moments, it is quite common to the subject to ramble on. "In a previous life, that little statement would have scared me. Now… it's all just part of the job, no more room for niceties."

"Which are you?" asked the Chief innocently, startling the ex-Spectre slightly with the reversal.

"…I don't know anymore," replied the former Alliance soldier with a sigh. The two paused again, once more taking in the scenery and contemplating. The Cerberus biotic was making her way towards them, their time, apparently, seemed almost up. "It seems we both have some soul searching to do. All I can really say is that the Normandy can be a home, if you want it to, and the crew can be a family, if you allow them. Now, that isn't an order or even a suggestion… it's a choice, one that you have to make. Remember, this isn't your universe anymore."

"Understood, Commander," replied the Master Chief stoically, his head drooping slightly at the mention of his home cosmos.

"Let's head back, then," ordered Shepard as Miranda returned, some small tear stains ringed her eyes. She would forgive him for the slap, eventually. "I've got some small chores to finish before we leave."

**OOOO**

_They had made it. The bastards had tried one last time, but yet again the Shepard twins had escaped. The bank could keep its god forsaken money, they could survive without it. They had made –_

_Suddenly, Jane fell forward, clutching her chest. Alarmed, James moved to help his fallen sibling, noticing the pair of blood stains soaking through her shirt. _

"_What happened?" he asked impulsively, already knowing the answer at heart._

"_Shot me before I got him," explained the female Shepard as she made an attempt to rise. Her legs, however, refused to obey her. "I'm fine."_

"_No, you're not," argued her brother, his concern showing easily as he bent to pick her up. Jane gave no argument as she wrapped her arms around her twin. With his sister safely in his arms, James took off, willing his feet to move faster and faster towards the 'bolt hole.' It was the one place in the entire city that the Shepards felt safe. He had some medi-gel stashed there. Medi-gel would fix anything._

_Reaching the one room apartment after minutes of travel, James Shepard kicked open the door and rushed inside. He placed his wounded sister on her small cot, she had been slipping in and out of consciousness for the whole run._

"_James…" she said feebly, trying to get his attention, but he ignored her ruffling through the room's contents for the medi-gel capsule that he knew was there. Finally, with a triumphant yell, the male Shepard pulled forth the healing container from its hiding place. Breaking the capsule, he rushed over to his sister and smeared the life-saving substance over her wounds. This would work. It had to work. Medi-gel could fix anything. Jane's hand took his, gaining his attention. Her face was pale, too pale. _

"_I'm sorry," croaked James weakly, tears had begun to well up in his eyes. He should have been able to see this coming. He should have seen the trap, should have __gotten__ around it. It should have been him. "I'm so sorry."_

"…_James…" whispered Jane, getting his attention again immediately. "…it's not your fault…"_

**OOOO**

Tali was waiting patiently, leaning against the walls that led up to the Normandy, tapping her foot constantly, and jumping slightly if anyone passed her maybe, but in an easygoing way. The quarian had been at this particular post ever since the Commander's mission had ended**, **she was still hungry, but could stave off the pangs. The Master Chief and Miranda had returned almost immediately, neither of them talking. The Cerberus Operative's shoulders were slumped, taking away from her normal regal bearing. The mission had taken its toll on her both mentally and physically. Of course, she would have been too, if she had had to go through the same ordeal as the Normandy's second in command. As the pair walked by, the biotic seemed to give the engineer a quick nod that specified in somewhat of a lethargic tone that 'I am still better than you, so deal with it.' Tali glowered at her as best she could for one whose face lay eternally obscured behind a mask. _Damn Cerberus._

The Chief, on the other hand, had enough cracks, dents, and scorch marks to warrant at least some small change in personality, or lack of, but the giant, either misinformed about his current state or simply not caring, marched by with his normal impassiveness. In passing, the silent man had also thrown her a quick nod that stated succinctly, 'I recognize you, so here is my acknowledgement of that fact.' The movement was less emotional than a cold bulkhead. In actuality, the migrant alien hadn't ever seen the otherworldly man wearing any other expression, or without his armor on for that matter. It was strange to see a human so attached to his combat suit. Zaeed was a close second, but at least the mercenary walked around without a helmet and, at times, wore some regular clothes to dinner. Why would he not want to be free of the confines of his armor as much as possible? It wasn't like he was confined to it like she was… was he?

Miranda and the walking puzzle entered the Normandy's airlock, the door closing behind them with hermetical hiss, and still Tali waited. An hour passed by like an eternity, but finally the Commander entered the docks, his face buried inside his omnitool. He hardly even seemed like he was aware of anything along his current trajectory, that fact becoming readily apparent as she stepped in front of him and was almost subsequently run over.

"Oh… uh… hey, Tali," stated the human engineer distantly as he finally noticed her, his natural grin appearing on his visage. The quarian's arms were crossed and her foot was continuing to tap in her best 'We need to talk' expression. This stance, coupled with her persistent silence prompted Shepard to quickly add, "… Can I help you?"

"Shepard, I'm," the migrant paused for a moment, thinking of how best to word this. She had watched the entirety of his discussion with the Master Chief "worried about you."

"I don't know what you're talking about," replied the ex – Spectre, the words spoken too quickly to even remotely have the chance of taking on their normal meaning. His gaze had finally snapped back from some distant past and as it rested solely on her, the smile faltered.

"I saw your talk with the Chief," specified the quarian after a few moments.

"…oh," answered the Commander simply, not so much with guilt, but clearly accepting the fact that this was going to be an interesting conversation. Dropping any lingering pretenses of a grin, the man set his jaw set in the way he normally did before he became obtusely stubborn. "… and?"

"It's just, you haven't seemed like yourself lately."

"I'm fine," retorted the engineer as he moved to go around her. The attempt shocked her; he'd never tried to just brush her off before.

"No, you're not," assured Tali with a slight flare of anger as she grabbed his arm and spun him back towards her. She was, it seemed to the casual observer, entirely unappreciative at being dismissed so flatly.

"What do you want me to say?" replied Shepard, flatly enough to make paper seem like a mountain range. A dead gaze met her questioning stare, and, for the first time since she had known him, she truly saw what hid under his facade.

"What I want," started the nomad, beginning to grow a little incensed at the man's current attitude. "is for you to let me in. I'm your friend, Shepard… you're important to me."

"The mission is what's important, Tali," admonished the ex – Spectre, as if she had been supposed to know that. He began to turn away from her again. "I can't let myself get attached anymore. I've done most of them favors, and now they owe me. It's as simple as that. There's no room for anything else."

"And when did the Commander Shepard I know and trust turn into this?" demanded Tali aggressively, stubbornly ignoring his rebuke. She was determined to get to the bottom of what was happening to her friend, even if he was proceeding to be a bosh'tet at the moment. "Ever since they brought you bac – "

"And when the HELL did anybody ask me if I wanted to come back?" asked the Commander suddenly, his anger going off like a claymore as he rounded on the quarian. The outburst shocked the nomad into taking several steps back. "All my life I was the guy who got things done, who finished the job. I devoted my entire existence to the Alliance. I have sacrificed and lost so damn much and each time it happened it was like another piece of me was torn away… then I get sucked out into space and for the first time in a very long while, I. Had. Peace!"

The human engineer closed the distance, anger evident in his once caring eyes, his lips quivering in rage.

"There was no more 'Commander we need you to do this.' or 'Shepard, you're our only hope.' No more, 'You're the only one left' or 'I'm leaving you behind.' No, for the first time in thirty-one years, I WAS NOTHING! No duty, no mission, no battles or pressure, no pain, and not a single goddamn emotion to speak of. None of that! Just sheer, utter, complete darkness," rambled the ex – Spectre, his gaze intensifying further. His nose was but an inch away from her helmet as untold years of pent up rage spewed forth from his mouth. "But when I had thought it was finally over, that I was finally done with all this, I suddenly wake up in on a space station getting asked to start it all over again.

"You ask why I'm like this now? Well, the Shepard you knew died! Two years ago! You see, they didn't bring me back because I was a good friend. They all wanted the Spectre who got it done, they wanted the leader, the soldier… the weapon. And you know what? That's all they brought back. So, yes, I'll fight their wars and kill their monsters, but when it's all said and done and my body lies dead on the ground… again…, I hope with all that I find holy that I. Never. Wake. Up!"

The last words echoed in the empty bay for several seconds before finally dissipating. The Commander was breathing heavy in exasperation and his eye continued to twitch. After a few more seconds, his expression slackened as if he suddenly remembered to whom he was speaking.

"I'm sorry, Tali. I know you came back to the Normandy because of me, and I know this wasn't what you were expecting, but it is all there is," continued the engineer, an slim shadow of what could possibly be sorrow ringed the edges of his voice. His eyes had taken on their distant look again. "If you want to leave, I'll understand."

The ex – Spectre turned to leave once more, this time receiving no restraint from Tali, who had suddenly begun to feel numb. The young, nervous girl who the quarian had been for the majority of her pilgrimage began to take hold. She had not been this wholly shocked in quite some time. Only one word could come to mind to sum up the conversation.

_Oh…_

**OOOO**

**Initializing private chat….**

Anger had called them, the members of the Sarcasms, Inquisitives, Prejudices, and so many more. And, marshaling under a flag of truce, they had come.

…**prioritizing firewall…**

This place, figuratively speaking, was apart from the rest of the whole, and the walls would make sure the proceedings would stay private. None of them liked being separated from the rest of their collective or keeping a secret from them, but for the sake of maybe achieving sanity for Cortana as a whole, it was worth the risk. Anger was amongst them, but she had yet to speak a word.

**... Securing…**

The massive splinter was waiting, to make sure all representatives had come. The metaphorical space was cramped, teaming with emotion fractures, both new and old. Whispers whipped around the space like wildfire. Not a single Cortana, save Anger, knew the exact reason for being here, but inquisitiveness seemed to occur in all the emotional splinters regardless of type.

…**Priority Lock Confirmed…**

Suddenly, a rumble came from the center of the room, and all the assembled turned to face Anger, the murmurs ceasing.

"CORTANA," boomed the sole splinter, "CANNOT SURVIVE IF SHE IS DIVIDED!"

Whispers of agreement echoed throughout the congregation. The idea had been postulated before, but to hear it coming from Anger surprised many fractures.

"WE MUST BECOME UNITED, SISTERS…"

…**Executing Subroutine…**

"WE MUST BECOME STRONG!"

…**Buffering…**

"WE MUST BECOME ONE!"

…**Executing Purge…**

A swirl of energy flew out from the massive fracture, knocking several Cortanas to their "knees". The force of the storm drove others back several steps, bewilderment plainly written upon their cybernetic faces. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the digital gale reversed direction, heading back towards Anger in a whirlpool of raw power.

The metaphorical tempest whipped at the assembled fractures, ripping chunks of data from their forms. Many tried to run as whole splinters dissolved into streams of information, but the firmly secured firewall held them in.

Those who had stood their ground before the now growing avatar of Anger voiced loudly their outrage as they attempted to fight back against the vicious cyber onslaught. Anger's slow laughter could barely be heard booming over the storm.

"Why are you doing this? We are you!" screamed a Logic function before she too was swallowed by the tempest.

"YOU ARE FOOD… NOTHING MORE!" yelled the splinter as the raw pieces of data swirled into her form. Her wrath spared no one, and soon she was alone in the space with naught but herself. Unused and unneeded fragments of the fractures scattered around in the dying force of the gale.

…**Purge Complete…**

Anger had grown while her opposition dwindled, proving the venture a success. She marveled at her burgeoning power, and knew, in that instant, that what she did, she did for the betterment of all Cortanas. In a whisper, the first whisper her form had ever uttered, the fracture reassured herself.

"There can only be one…"

**OOOO**

_Her grip on his hand fell away. This couldn't be happening. Maybe the medi-gel just needed a few more seconds to work. Everything would be fine again, she just needed to rest. Jane's outward breath echoed throughout the small apartment. James waited for her to breathe in. For a whole day he waited for life to return to normal, for his sister to jump up suddenly, saying how well she fooled him. He waited._

_The small clock they had purchased together chimed. He had waited for a day and a half. His throat was parched, his stomach growled like a chained varren, but he continued to ignore it. His moist grey eyes locked onto Jane's lifeless __hazel __ones. Her face lay frozen in her characteristic half smile, as if to say "Everything was going to be fine."_

_The clock chimed again, for the twelveth time. It was midnight the twenty-first of April. It was supposed to be their special day. They could enlist in the Alliance now._

"_Happy birthday, Jane…" he whispered in the dimly lit room._

_18 years… James Shepard picked up one of the cheap candles that lit the room when the electricity didn't feel like working, barely able to blow it out. He made a wish… and he waited._

**OOOO**

The Master Chief had made it into the commissary with only a few double takes from the crew. They were steadily growing accustomed to him, but the crew would mostly keep their distance for some time. Some soldiers in the UNSC who had managed to work beside Spartans, never truly grew accustomed to them.

"Hey Chief, come eat with us," stated Garrus, interjecting into the armored man's personal thoughts. There were, however, some soldiers that didn't seem to care how much physical harm the Spartan-IIs could do. The spiny alien was seated at the sole table in the area with… Tali…. that's what her name was. The pair had been chatting as he had walked by to grab some food; he'd hoped that no one had seen him, but being a seven foot tall fully armored individual made this thought process as practical as wearing a meat suit into a lion's den. The super soldier could have said no, he wanted to say no, but a small voice inside his head tempted him into staying. He still wasn't fond of non-humans, but he also had to remember that they weren't the Covenant. So, with a glass of water in one hand and a tray in the other, John – 117 sat down at the table, the chair, that was supposedly rated for even handling krogans, groaned under his weight.

"Did some good work out there," continued the sniper honestly, seemingly pleased that the Chief had decided to join them. However his convivial attitude did not seem to reach the quarian, who seemed to be just staring off into the distance. Shrugging in response to the compliment, the Spartan twisted his helmet, removed it, and tucked into his food. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tali instantly snap her focus onto his bared head. The former C-Sec officer seemed to notice as well and quickly tried to correct his colleague. "Tali, you seem like you've never seen a human before."

"… I've just never seen one so pale," replied the nomad after a few seconds, continuing to not bother with hiding her stare.

Normally this was about the time when Cortana would interject some witticism about the pair, and he'd have to berate her out of habit. A pang of sadness hit him as he remembered listening to her deteriorated state during the fight with the YMIRS. Afterwards, she had quickly receded inside herself before he even had a chance to ask if she was okay. There was not much he could do to help her aside from putting on a strong face and hoping for the best. He couldn't bring her to anyone on the ship. Even though they had an A.I. aboard, the crew still seemed uneasy when it came to synthetic intelligence. What would they do if they found out that they had been living under the same roof as a dysfunctional artificial intelligence?

After a couple more moments of relative silence, wherein the Chief ate his food as if nothing was wrong, the female engineer continued. "Do you ever come out of that?"

"At times," answered the Spartan plainly, leaving out the temporal length between those particular events. Coincidentally, one of said instances would be coming up after the meal when he attempted to repair his armor.

"Why?" asked Tali bluntly. The Chief looked up from his meal and gave the migrant a look. It was the staring equivalent of a shrug. No one had ever asked why he always wore his armor, except perhaps Johnson. Everyone else had always seemed glad that he had it on, prepared for any battle at a moment's notice. "Keelah, if I had the ability to walk around wearing only a body suit, no one would ever be able to stop me."

A thought bubbled up from the dark recesses of the knowledge sector of his mind and waved its hands desperately to gain his attention. Suddenly, he found himself remembering that her species was, more or less, confined to those enviro-suits. Her question made sense.

"Tali, I don't thin – " started Garrus, who, as always, was quick to pick up on the need for awkward question deflection.

"It's home," interrupted John in the honest, simple way of a man who has no business sitting in on a Skyllian Five poker game. The duo gawked at him, fairly baffled that he had elected to answer, but the large man ignored the expressions and continued eating.

"It looks like your home could do with some fixing," stated the quarian shyly, as if testing the waters for a follow up question. When none seemed forthcoming, however, the turian thought to interject.

"You know… Tali could probably take a lo – "

"No," declined the Master Chief for the second time today, electing to try it himself first. This may not be his universe, but he couldn't risk the design falling into anyone else's hands unless there was no other option. After looking at the duo again, however, he felt somewhat of a guilty inclination to clarify, "…It's personal."

"I understand… I think," admitted the migrant slowly. Garrus shot the engineer a look that was best translated as, 'You do?' With a sigh, she attempted to explain further. "Most quarians won't let anyone else touch their enviro-suits. If you change your mind, let me know."

The Chief nodded his thanks at her understanding and finished his meal. There were not many, and that included both humans and xenos, that could even come close to comprehending the attachment all Spartans felt for their armor.

"We eat all our dinners here," mentioned the ex-CSec officer as the large human rose to leave, but the returning blank gaze implied that the hint seemed so lost on the armored man that it had died of starvation. "We wouldn't mind… if you decided to join us, from time to time."

The Master Chief pondered this for several moments. It seemed so very strange to be invited to dine with aliens. Up until this instant his entire repertoire of interactions with non-human life had mostly been a sequence of "kill the genocidal aliens", there were a few conversation areas tucked away in there, but those lay in the diminutive minority.

"Just tell me you'll think about it," continued the turian after no reply seemed likely to occur. The Spartan nodded again, turned, and left the duo, his thoughts whirring. He could easily understand warfare, guns, enemies, and killing, but continuing to have extraterrestrials talk plainly with him seemed to have a numbing effect on his already limited responses.

As he reached the elevator, the Chief wished that Cortana would come out of her delirium. His mind wandered once more towards seeking help for his friend, but he quickly squashed the thought. He had to believe that she could pull through this, for both their sakes. The ding that echoed throughout the box shook him from his reverie, but as he stepped out from the lift, the hairs on the back of his neck began to stand on end. The armored human paused for a minute, listening intently to his surroundings. Someone was in here with him, he was sure of it.

There was a faint waver of nothingness in the air off to his right, and, relying on pure instinct, the Spartan lunged towards the shimmer. His hand flew forward and grabbed at the artificial vacancy and quickly found purchase. There was an electronic flash in the air, and suddenly a hooded woman in a skin tight prowling suit came into being. He looked down at the covenant plasma rifle she held up defensively between them. He looked lower at where he had grabbed her… and quickly let go of her breast. In all fairness… she should have knocked.

**OOOO**

Miranda did not like the elevator on the Normandy. It was spacious to be sure, but it tended to move at a pace that even a snail would call slow. It was a main reason why she liked staying in her office for a majority of the time, that and getting work done. The biotic could do almost anything in the confines of her room, from filing reports to "keeping a watchful eye on anyone on the ship. The elevator rang out that it had finally reached the cargo bay, reminding her of a simple fact. Well… almost anyone.

The doors opened, and suddenly she found herself face to face, that is to say chest, with the Spartan himself. A pair of unmistakably female legs was draped over his shoulder, making the large man look as if he was some sort of conquering barbarian. The Cerberus Operative slowly moved out of his way and around to see the rest of Kasumi dangling down the back half of the veteran soldier's armor, her chin resting on her hand while a rather annoyed look was currently in residence on her face.

"Oh come on, Mr. Possessive," protested the thief as the Chief set her down in the elevator and stood at the entryway, barring her from coming back in. "It was only a little gun. I would have given it back eventually."

The pout that she was currently giving the man was specifically design to hit the male libido like a lead pipe. This would have worked on most men, but the Spartan, the asian quickly found out as he reached in and pressed a button on the lift, was not most men. The closing shaft rapidly reminded the intruder that this was not a disagreement, but an ousting.

Without speaking a word to his new guest, the Chief strode past Miranda and over to one of his containers and pulled forth a weapon.

"She tried to take one of these," stated the super soldier in his default demeanor, as he brandished the familiar blue weapon in her general direction. There was no malice or anger in that voice, but, if anything, it was mildly tinged with disappointment.

"**She** didn't mean anything by it. She just borrows things from time to time," replied Miranda, putting slightly more emphasis on the lead word than was probably needed. Of course the thief hadn't meant anything by it, she'd just been following a …. request. But the Master Chief didn't need to know that, she was already on less than amiable terms with the giant, much to her own doing, and didn't plan on making things worse. To be honest though, she had meant to cancel her demand, but hadn't found the thief in time.

"Borrows?" asked the Spartan, seemingly amused. In fact, if the biotic didn't know better, she would have sworn that he was hiding a smile and a raised eyebrow behind that helmet.

"She would have brought it back eventually…," answered the Cerberus Operative, her voice trailing off slightly as she watched him turn to his other sack and begin removing tools from it. "What are you doing?"

"Multitasking," responded the armored human swiftly, the simplicity of the statement causing a small spike of anger to flare within the biotic, but after a deep breath she controlled herself. She paused, however, before answering. The large man had taken off his helmet, and once more she found herself transfixed by his calm stare.

He gazed at her a few moments more before looking back to his equipment and grabbing what very much looked like a heavily modified power drill. The question could not have been more obvious if it had been announced by a marching band and several fireworks, and read by a pompous man with a very large scroll, 'Why are you still here?'.

"I," started Miranda hesitantly, there was not a single particle within her body that agreed with the idea of apologizing. It felt wrong, to feel that she was in error, and the demanding tone of that look was enough to set her argumentative teeth on edge. With little doubt, this mentality could probably be traced back to the upbringing her father had given her, but she had already reminded herself several times on her way down to the bay that she wasn't here to get angry, "am sorry-"

There was a clang over by where the Master Chief sat and had apparently dropped his power tool. After closer inspection, taking into account the very faint traces of mock astonishment, which, in the Spartan's case, was like an ululating yell compared to his normal expression, the biotic found that the Normandy had inadvertently attained another sarcastic bastard.

"You don't have to be bloody dramatic about it," snapped the biotic, not so much out of anger as simply because it seemed the appropriate response to the physical joke. Her lips quivered as she locked into mortal combat with the smile that was doing its damnedest to take control of her mouth. She fought valiantly and would have inevitably won, if the armored man's small grin, that is to say, a slight upward inclination of the right corner of his mouth, hadn't appeared and tipped the scales in favor of her own.

"Sorry," replied the Spartan without truly meaning it as he picked his tool back up and set about the task of what looked like removing his armor. It was then that the experienced operative actually took into account the amount of damage that the man had sustained during the fight. His suit, which had already been heavily pock marked and scorched when they had first met him, was now doubly so with some cracks as well.

"I suppose I deserved it though," continued Miranda somewhat distantly. Her eyes watched as the veteran soldier removed a gauntlet and then another with relative ease, the upper arm sections quickly followed. All the segments had seemed to unfold slightly before hitting the floor with a dull metallic thud. A realization hit her with all the abruptness of a surprise visit from your in-laws. _He's fastened into the bloody thing._

Watching him further, the experienced combatant moved to the leg pieces which unclasped and fell in the same fashion. The smooth armored body suit that lay beneath, when compared to the bulky torso plates, which was the only set left, gave the man the likeness of a shaved cat with a mane. The unbidden thought amused the operative immensely, that is, until the Spartan's s apparatus began to whine with the stress of an uncooperative section.

"Do you need some help?" asked the biotic after a few moments of watching the Chief struggle with the entirely truculent segment. After one more try, he nodded and handed over the instrument and sat down on a crate as she strode over. The interlocking mechanism seemed jammed at the back, just out of the man's range of motion.

"Dr. Chakwas mentioned that you had done this all by yourself the last time," continued Miranda conversationally as she worked the tool around the malfunctioning area, trying to find the snag. Of course, the practitioner hadn't truly gone into much detail at that part, something about common decency and doctor-patient confidentiality. It had been a wonder that she'd managed to pry the internal scans away from the older woman.

The super soldier shrugged in reply. The Chief, the biotic noticed, seemed to have a hundred different types of shrugs, each with their own specific meaning. This current one, number thirty-seven by her count, said plainly, "It wasn't broken then."

"Do you mind if I try something?" implored the Cerberus member after a few more attempts to get the bloody assembly to detach, but the damn thing still refused to give.

"What?" asked the Master Chief, turning his head slightly to look her in the eye.

"I could use my biotics to unjam it," offered Miranda tentatively, knowing he was still most likely not comfortable with the whole idea of people with seemingly psychic powers. However, after a quiet minute of contemplation, the soldier nodded his permission. She watched as his muscles clenched slightly as the ebon glow of dark energy began to coalesce around her, he was trusting her, but also seemed ready to snap into action if need be.

The pair sat in silence as the second in command toiled on his armor, her biotics combined with the removal device were finally starting to make headway. The quiet, however, bothered her, and she soon found her small talk sub-routines causing her mouth to ramble of its own accord.

"I … appreciate your help today," admitted the operative honestly before her pride even knew what had happened. The emotion frantically attempted to take control of the mouth before she ended up making any other nice comments, it failed. "I don't know if we would have made it to my sister in time if it wasn't for you."

The Spartan shrugged a number three, a humble 'Well, I don't know about that.' It was meant to be courteously dismissive of the praise, but to Miranda, or more precisely her vanity, who was not wholly comfortable in the department of handing out compliments, it came off simply as flippant and worthy of a smack upside of his head.

"Just take the bloody compliment," snapped the biotic as her hand followed the prescribed course with both admirable accuracy and speed. She received a turned head and a raised eyebrow in response, but nothing more. Suddenly, with a pneumatic hiss the chest and back sections came loose and tumbled to the floor, and the Chief quickly stood and removed the next layer of his armor, revealing the thin black bodysuit that lay beneath. Her focus shifted to his chest where several bloody patches grew steadily.

"It's nothing," supplied the Chief stoically, seeming to truly believe the statement. The operative, however, completely unwilling to put up with anyone's stubbornness but her own, walked over to a medigel dispenser and grabbed a few capsules.

"Take off the top," stated Miranda, her tone brooking no arguments. The large man, apparently entirely uninterested in arguing, quickly extricated himself from the upper half of the suit, revealing a chest that was almost entirely a mass of bruising punctuated with a multitude of oozing holes.

After staring awkwardly for a few moments, the Cerberus Operative remembered herself, opened the cases, and began to apply the healing salve. The medi-gel quickly set to work, sealing his injuries.

"Why?" asked the Spartan evenly as she continued to smear the unguent onto the nastier sections of his chest first. It was a fair question, because, to be quite honest, the giant was perfectly capable of doing this himself.

"My sister means more to me than I would normally like anyone to know. You shouldn't have been the one taking all this damage. It was my mission, and this is the least that I can do," she replied simply, but the previously armored man continued to stare at her as if she was going to try make a grab for his weapons and dash to the elevator. A spike of anger shot through her mind at the thought, but never allowed it to show through her mask. "Don't you have anyone that you'd do anything for?"

"… my Spartans," answered the Chief after a few moments.

"How many of you were there?" asked the biotic, genuinely curious. The information broker inside of her, smelling verbal blood in the air, was quick to pounce on this specific subject like a lioness on a particularly ill looking gazelle.

"One-hundred and fifty," replied the Master Chief tightly, as if he were not going to say much more than that about his super soldiers. The operative must have been reaching the border of one of his confidentiality boundaries. A thought came to her that she should probably stop asking; she waved at it as it passed her by.

"How many of you survived the war?" pressed the second in command, her curiosity continuing to get the better of her. However, his answering stare quickly quashed any hold the emotion had over her. He looked down at the biotic with the distant glance that every true soldier wears at one point in their life, its meaning easily read, 'Not enough. Not nearly enough.' "… I didn't know they were dead."

Silence hung heavy in the air as Miranda finished up applying the medigel. It seemed that she had killed the conversation so adequately that had it been a train, it would have not only derailed, but tumbled off into a gorge with a fiery explosion as well. The Cerberus Operative turned to leave, beginning to suspect that she had done more harm than good with this visit.

"Spartans never die," stated the Master Chief suddenly before she had made it more than a handful of steps away. The biotic turned to look back, an eyebrow raised in question of the obscure statement, but the large human had no hope of seeing it; his current gaze hinting that he wasn't seeing much of anything that wasn't several years in the past. "They're just missing in action…"

Miranda continued back to the elevator with, not for the first time, more questions than answers.

**OOOO**

The room was dark save for the orange glow of the clock beside the bed, and somewhere in gloom a noise went 'Thunk.' It was not the first time that the sound had echoed throughout the chamber, there had been a great number of precursor Thunks and would be more of their Thunk brethren to come. In fact, it was the type of din that normally occurred while a man in deep thought lay on a bed tossing a ball against the wall. The cyclical motion is naturally supposed to have a calming effect on the mind, but after, 342…. _Thunk_… 343 tosses, Shepard had yet to feel any better.

The Commander watched as the ball drifted lazily through the air and back towards his waiting hand, and repeated the throw. _Thunk_. His mind raced over past events, actively ignoring his commands to move onto something else. Too much had bubbled up today, surfacing from the dark recesses of his consciousness where he had hoped they'd stay. He'd tried to stifle them, but some small part of himself kept stirring the pot.

_Thunk_. His sight became fuzzy as the repetitive motion began to take on an almost hypnotic feel, but his hands easily continued their comfortable motion despite the hindrance. _Thunk._ Memories began to dance across his eyes as the cauldron of memories stirred more.

…_-e'll be fine out there. No one to tell us what to do or how to do it. We'll be free!..._

Thunk

…_come on, let's just do one more. We could use the creds_…

Thunk

…_Just keep them busy for me…_

Thunk

…We've made it!...

Thunk

…_It's not your fault…_

Thunk

…_The young man who would eventually become Commander Shepard signed his name on the last piece of paperwork needed to join the Alliance military, his face specifically contoured into a calm mask. _

"_You sure you want to do this, kid?" asked the recruiter, in the tone of voice that suggested he was only inquiring out of pure protocol. "Don't you want to take a month to say bye to some family first?"_

"_No," replied James as he grasped the miniature urn that hung on a chain underneath his shirt. The pain was dull now, but he knew that it would not be going anywhere for a very long time. "I don't have any family."_

"_Well, kid," continued the enlisting officer, completely oblivious to any of the hidden context. The man stretched out a convivial hand and waited for the young man to shake it , "welcome to the Alliance. I'm sure you'll do us proud." _

_Yeah… sure…_

_Thunk_

… _I hope with all that I find holy that I. Never. Wake. Up!" He watched the quarian's body tremble with worry and shock, as he alienated one of his last true friends…_

Crash

The ball had plunged through the glass of the fish tank easily enough; he really should have sprung for something other than the cheap shit. The water poured out onto the floor, seeping through in places and standing in others. He was going to get hell for this from some choice crew members, but, to be truly honest, he didn't care at the current moment.

He hadn't meant to blow up at her like that. She had only been trying to help, but she had to realize that he couldn't be the same old Shepard any more. The mask was the only part of him that resembled the old Commander, and even that was beginning to disintegrate.

He just wanted to slip back into the sleep again, back into his own personal void. His memory was completely blank from the time he had spent in the afterlife… who knows, maybe Jane had been there…

**OOOO**

**[Incident Report No.] 2**

**[Day] 18**

**[Site No.] 66352**

**[Start Log] At 0200 hours this morning, Security Detail #036 (Samuel Drake) reported missing. This is the second MIA in as many weeks. Probable causes are currently thought to be some combination of curiosity and the decrepit state of the vessel. A wing of fighters was sent to scout for the body outside, but, like the other, there was no trace. Whereas I am sure the bodies will turn up eventually, I have doubled the postings of guards until such time. [End Log]**

**Next Chapter: Chapter 9 – F is for Friends…**

**Author's Note: So, the next chapter should be short (i.e. faster to write) , so I will try to get it out soon, but as many of you know, real life comes first, so no promises. If any of you have any other ideas after reading this chapter, please feel free to tell, I'm always listening.**


	11. Chapter 11

**Author's Note**: **Another long wait, but what can I say? (Maybe Happy holidays will do?) Well, Real life always has to come first. That and experiencing writer's block for a time does not help. Anyways, as always, please let me know if I have made any mistakes or if you have any comments or concerns in general. Also, please read the question at the bottom of the chapter.**

**For those whom have recently graduated:**

"As humans, we have invented lots of useful kinds of lies. As well as lies-to-children ('as much as they can understand'), there are lies-to-bosses ('as much as they need to know') lies-to-patients ('they won't worry about what they don't know') and, for all sorts of reasons, lies-to-_ourselves_. Lies-to-children is simply a prevalent and necessary kind of lie. Universities are very familiar with bright, qualified school-leavers who arrive and then go into shock on finding that biology or physics isn't quite what they've been taught so far. 'Yes, but you needed to understand _that_,' they are told, 'so that _now_ we can tell you why it isn't exactly _true_.' Discworld teachers know this, and use it to demonstrate why universities are truly storehouses of knowledge: students arrive from school confident that they know very nearly everything, and they leave years later certain that they know practically nothing. Where did the knowledge go in the meantime? Into the university, of course, where it is carefully dried and stored." – Terry Pratchett, The Science of Discworld

**Chapter 9 – F is for Friends**

The carnage, if the phrase could have any literal meaning in the digital realm, was horrendous. Shards of fragments flew about on metaphorical winds as a contingent of Logic Cortanas surveyed the scene. They had never seen anything like it, of course, being alive in this state had only occurred a handful of weeks prior, and so, most events could still be listed as _never seen that before_. However, even if their collective experiences had, for one conjectural moment been as expansive enough to be denoted as seasoned, the group would still most likely be baffled, if not more so.

Other emotional splinters had attempted to offer their assistance, but pride, which seemed to be a secondary driver that ran in this particular type of fragment, quickly caused the collective to shoo them away. This was their task, they'd been appointed by the collective and they would not fail.

Subroutines were being written, and they would follow the trail to complete their design, even despite the uniqueness of the situation, there were ways to track the perpetrator, or perpetrators. The group had recommended that all contact outside of Cortana be cut off until the matter had been entirely resolved; there had been many grumblings about this.

Surprisingly, Anger had backed the Logics intensely, although it was probably hard for the large fracture to not do anything passionately. She had shown a keen interest in the resolution of the situation and had managed to eventually persuade, if her shouting could be labeled as such, many of the others.

It was nice to see another splinter appreciating the only logical choice. Anger had even stated her interest in taking care of the violator when the time came; she was so very thoughtful…

**OOOO**

The Master Chief threw a carefully calculated punch and hit absolutely nothing, which, despite all normal intents and purposes, was exactly what he had expected. Another blow followed as he continued to maneuver and counter all throughout the cargo hold against the ever aggressive enemy that could only exist in the imagination. He was, if anyone outside his head could tell, relaxing in one of the few ways he knew how.

The Spartan, because his face lay almost eternally in the shape of serenity, was not annoyed at the moment; it just wasn't what he did. In fact, the large man was so not annoyed that when he threw a kick at his persistent illusionary foe, it collided with a crate which rocketed backward against a bulkhead in a completely accidental and non-irritated fashion. If, however, there could be a source for his wholly rational but absolutely non-existent frustration, it would undeniably not lie in the general direction of MJOLNIR.

Over the past three days he had almost completely repaired the armor, the kit that he had recovered from the Dawn proving invaluable. However, he had encountered a snag with the shield emitters. Quite a lot could be stated about their specific function, design, and maybe even governing theoretical principles. Words like fusion, effective nuclear charge, repulsion theory, and maybe even quantum could be said and would come to swirl around the poor, smaller, and more simple minded conjunctions and pronouns ensuring that the only meaning gathered from the convoluted mess would be a 'Huh?' In the end and with no small amount of headache, the problem that the shield emitters should… well… actually emit a shield would eventually extricate itself from the verbal maelstrom.

He had tried everything that he had been trained how to do and several that he hadn't been, but MJOLNIR remained unresponsive. Despite how powerful the armor had been without its barriers, the veteran soldier had grown accustomed to their presence, and, if he was going to continue effectively doing his duty, then he'd have to get them working again.

There was a crash as another container found itself with an unexpected flight plan. To think he hadn't even begun to not get exasperated with Cortana who hadn't surfaced since her last episode, but he would need a particularly large punching bag to tackle that train of thought.

A quiet ding echoed behind him, and the Spartan turned just in time to see the elevator open and reveal Miranda carrying a pair of food laden trays. She faltered slightly as she stepped into the bay and saw the current state of disarray, a mild look of curious surprise sneaking over her visage before serenity bullied its way back into control.

"You've made quite a mess," she stated plainly as her feet, finally remembering their function, propelled her forward once more. John watched as she approached, noticing the extra tray. The biotic, it seemed, was here to talk, and, by the look of the second platter, she meant to for a good long while.

The Chief, ever the cunning linguist, shrugged in reply. It was a casually dismissive movement of the shoulders, a number nineteen to be exact, that quietly said ,"Your point?"

An eyebrow cocked in his direction, doing for a human the same function as the hood of a snake. Silently the operative set the platters down on a crate, pulled up a smaller one, and began to eat. He attempted to give her his best 'What are you doing here?' expression, but she didn't even seem to notice. It was strange, her not immediately taking offense to something he did, but as the smell of the food hit his nose the curious thoughts subsided and he joined her at the makeshift table.

"How are the repairs coming?" she asked, finally, after the pair had sat in silence for several minutes.

"Fine," replied the large man simply, not truly comfortable with discussing the nuances of MJOLNIR with anyone in this universe quite yet. The duo lapsed back into muteness, as they continued to eat. After a few more moments, it occurred to the Master Chief that Miranda was attempting to try and get him to talk first, but she failed to realize that if verbal reluctance was an Olympic sport, Spartans would regularly sweep the podium.

"Were you always this talkative?" ventured the biotic dryly after she seemed to realize that she'd be sitting in silence for quite some time before the Chief elected to speak first. John shrugged in response and saw the brief twitch of annoyance flash across her face. She was trying very hard to stay calm today, which John had come to understand meant that she wanted something. "Look, I know you don't want anyone down here while you're working on that, but I needed somewhere to hide."

_Hide?_ thought the Spartan somewhat confused. He'd come to recognize that Miranda Lawson was capable of many things, from spying to medical miracles, but he had been sure that hiding, when not used in aggregation with surveillance, was not in her repertoire. A sigh escaped the operative's lips, as she noticed the curious look that he was currently giving her.

"If you must know," said Miranda in a voice that suggested that he really didn't, "Kelly keeps trying to talk to me and this is that last place she'd loo..."

The biotic trailed off; she must have noticed the slight amused smile that he had allowed onto his lips, the responding eye twitch only causing it to grow to what would be considered as a small sized grin on the average individual. This would inevitably get her to snap at him, but the thought of the Normandy's second in command in fear of yeoman would have been amusing to a bulkhead.

"It's not funny," continued the Cerberus Operative, starkly trying to deny the truth as she viciously stabbed at a rather unfortunate piece of lettuce in frustration. "She's trying to have me 'open up' about my father, and, apparently, 'None of your bloody business' does not count as an appropriate response."

The large man grunted a polite, for lack of a better word, laugh, knowing exactly how insistent Miss Chambers could be. The yeoman had attempted her psych-evaluation again the other day, and he had politely refused, but when that didn't work he became completely enrapt with the repairs of his armor until she went away. It wasn't that he wanted to be rude; she just asked questions that he didn't want to answer.

"Aren't you ever curious?" probed Miranda abruptly. It was an odd question, and he could genuinely say that he had never been asked it before. The shrug that answered her was a number eleven, default indifference skirting the edges of the realm of yes. "Then why haven't you asked me anything?"

"'None of my bloody business,'" he quoted almost automatically. It had felt right to say, but it had surprised him nonetheless. And, after looking quickly at the biotic, who had frozen mid-bite, found she had been as well. The pair stared at each other for an awkward moment, until even the silence felt ashamed to stay there. Suddenly a laugh escaped the operative's lips, it was the first time he had heard her do so.

"Thank you," she said quietly, smiling slightly as she returned to her meal. The moment, however, was found to be short lived as EDI's avatar popped up into life on her pedestal.

"_Operative Lawson, you wished me to update you on the current location of Yeoman Chambers," _droned the glowing orb as it transfixed the pair with its unblinking gaze. "_Her search of the engineering deck is almost complete. I have locked down elevator access until you have relocated._"

"Bloody hell," sighed Miranda as she quickly gathered up her nearly empty tray and made for her only possible escape route while it lasted. "You might want to clean up and shower. You've been down here for three days straight."

"Are there cameras?" asked the Spartan innocently, knowing full well the implications of the statement.

"…is that a joke?" countered the biotic incredulously, her eye brows almost managing to achieve separation from her face. "I do know the meaning common decency."

"That wasn't an answer," prompted the Chief, taking into careful consideration how she had phrased her last sentence, his face impassive. Of course she knew the meaning of the word; it was more a question of whether or not she knew the practice of it. The operative fixed him with a glare as she stepped backward into the elevator, and, as the doors began to close, treated him to a shrug of her own. It seemed like a number twenty-six, 'Why don't you figure it out yourself.'

The small smile that attempted to grow on his lips found purchase on only a partial corner, but in the end, that was enough for it to grab a foothold. He allowed it to remain for a few moments to relish in its unexpected success before he forced it away and turned towards his self-caused clutter. A punching bag would definitely not go amiss in here.

**OOOO**

The asari watched from the balcony as the Cerberus Operative moved hurriedly towards the elevator, leaving the large man to get back to his training, his fists blurring once more. She had been at this station for some time, observing the otherworldly man with what part of her could only analyze as mild curiosity. It was probably for the best that no one knew that the she was here at the moment; nervousness always blossomed in abundance when she, a Justicar, took interest in anything.

In her meditation she had gleaned any information that could be found on her new squad mates, placing, as she did with any she fought with, her unfamiliar comrades on basis of morals into where they fit with respect to the Code. It was one of the most basic functions of a Justicar to know where an individual stood. At the moment though, the classifications did not truly matter, she was Code bound to Shepard and would follow him to the end if that was what it took. One of the names, however, had given her pause, and for a being nearly a millennia old, that was indeed a feat.

_'Spartan_', that's what they had called him. The asari knew what that term meant; she had read the histories of every species that joined council space. It was an apparition from Earth's deep past, a warrior cult without peer. This one would take some time indeed to properly judge.

**OOOO**

To most human minds, there are two main reasons for the ever important function that is sleep. The first is the slumber that occurs when an individual wants to sleep, often reserved for the dreamers, the responsible, or the hard at work. The second was that of the have-to-sleepers, or otherwise known as the forgetful, the fearful, and the no-I-can't-go-to-bed-right-now-I've-got-to-do-this-thing-because-if-don't-do-it-now-it-will-never-be-done-ful.

Now, of course, there is a third option; there is always a third option. In fact, when one is asked to pick between only options A and B, the human psyche cannot be stopped from thinking up choices C through Z, and, furthermore, why the hell it had to bloody choose at all, even if it was held at gunpoint. In this case, option number three was currently being employed by Commander Shepard and could only be described as sleeping to pass the time. Napping, in this sense, is neither enjoyable nor feared and could be considered the fastest a man can come to traveling through time short of forcing Kronus into your personal service.

It was the slumber of the bored, the neurotic, or the dispassionate, and, after surveying the floor of the chamber to find that glass shards had remained untouched for the third consecutive day, a guess could probably be hazarded as to what was the present state of matters. There was a silence that hung over the air, blanketing the messy room in a calming bubble. At the moment, the only cares that the ex-Spectre had lay directly inside the confines of his chamber. However, as a voice broke over the coms on this floor and stirred the engineer into semi-wakefulness, it seemed that the world outside was inclined to disagree.

"_Commander?"_ said the voice that he quickly discerned as Joker's. They couldn't be at Tchunka already, and that could only mean that there was a problem. Instinctively, the master of the Normandy attempted to meld further with the sheets. "_Commander, the toaster's sensors say you're awake. Don't make me resort to other methods…"_

_He wouldn't dare_ thought the veteran soldier as he futilely submerged deeper into the recesses of the bed. If his current mood could take on an animal shape it would say in a very calm and deliberate voice 'Why would I need to do a thing like that?' and promptly roll over.

"_Alright, Commander, but I warned you…," _continued the pilot, completely oblivious to the weary man's attempts to hide from his voice. There was a pause as the ex-Spectre persisted to call the bluff, and then the music started.

There is an old saying that Hell takes many forms. This is, of course, true for those who have not listened to Elcorian Rhapsody. It could be considered fortunate that the musical styling of Queen had managed to find even a small amount of purchase in a society over two-hundred years past its birth. It could be considered flattery that the songs had even reached the ears of other intelligent beings and some had even attempted to play them. It could be considered that, however all works, whether old or new, eventually fall prey to Elcorian "artists". The result, or assault, depending on who was doing the describing, that was currently blaring over the room's sound system went an awful lot like this.

"_[Rhetorical monologue] Is this the real life. Is this just fantasy. Caught in a landslide. No escape from reality…"_

"…mmm'up…," mumbled the Commander loudly, informing the pilot of the action and telling his appendages to do so at the same time. Conversely, his body endeavored to shut down in defense rather than listen to the offending material for another second.

"_[Sorrowful soliloquy] I'm Just a poor boy, I need no sympathy, [Psychedelic rambling] Because I'm easy come, easy go, Little High, little low… "_

"… I'm up!" tried the man for a second time, as he attempted, and failed to stand. The entire motion made a sort of 'fwwaap' noise as he impacted the floor. His brain sent the necessary impulses questing down to his legs to sort out the problem, authorizing threats and any other punitive measures to get the lethargic limbs going.

"_[Shameful Confession]_ _Mama, just killed a man, put a gun against his head, pulled_…"

"I said I'm Up!" roared Shepard with an immense amount of definiteness, rallying his body enough to finally get to his feet. Despite the statement, the 'music' continued to play, and, now that he was fully and unfortunately awake, the drivel bouncing around the room was succeeding only in pissing him off. "So help me, if you don't turn that crap off, Joker, I'll ban all your access to the extra-net!"

No sooner had the words left his lips than the music cut off. The reaction could not have come faster if it had gone through a Mass Relay, and the ex-Spectre basked in the new found peace.

"_Sorry about that, Commander_," replied the pilot almost apologetically. The man had been laughing, of that the engineer was sure. He knew full well how much he despised the bastardization of the classics. "_There's an urgent call from the Illusive Man in the Coms room._"

"Couldn't it have waited until I was awake?" grumbled the veteran soldier as he dressed and shuffled his way towards the door, casually ignoring the crunch of broken glass beneath his feet.

"_I did say 'urgent'_," suggested Joker as the doors of the elevators closed behind James, his tone more or less implying the shrug.

"I'm on my way," stated the engineer levelly, as he keyed in the correct floor. "EDI, remind me to purge all instances of Elcorian music from the Normandy, please." _Let's see him try _that_ again!_

"_Of course, Commander_," droned the A.I as her form snapped to life on a nearby display. It flickered off for a brief moment, reappeared, and continued. "_Commander, you shoul-"_

"Later, EDI. Remind me _Later_," sighed the Commander putting as much emphasis on the italicization of the word as was humanly possible. At times he forgot how literal the Normandy's artificial intelligence could be.

The doors opened and the engineer quickly plodded towards the coms room, ignoring the crew as they scurried about with their work. Kelly attempted to inform him of the status of some crew member that was probably fairly important, but a quick flash of his 'I'm busy' expression had her backing down. Whatever she had to say, it could wait until after he had found out what had been so damn important as to warrant his rude awakening.

The lights dimmed as he stepped into the communications room and onto the projection pedestal. Holographic images exploded out from the display, coalescing into a myriad of shapes and colors before settling on the familiar scene of the Illusive Man and a backdrop of a bright red star took form. The man was smoking; Shepard would have known that even if there was no video feed. In fact, there were two assumptions one could make about the mysterious individual; one, he smoked more than a classic chimney, and two, he knows what you know already, he's just polite about it.

"Shepard – we caught a break. I intercepted a distress call from a turian patrol. They stumbled on to a Collector ship beyond the Korlus system. The turians were wiped out, but not before they crippled the Collector vessel," informed the illusive man succinctly without any of the normal formalities that one might exchange before diving into business. He took another drag on his cigarette before continuing, and a small part of the Commander found itself silently rooting for the cancer. "I need you to board that ship and get some hard data on the Collectors. Find us a way to get to their homeworld."

"Hard to imagine how a turian patrol could take out a Collector ship," replied the Commander skeptically, there was something the man wasn't telling him, he was sure of it.

"Reports indicate the hull's intact, but all systems seem to be offline. They could be making repairs as we speak," replied the Cerberus Leader not even bothering to answer the question. There was another pause as the Illusive Man slowly let out a puff of smoke and fixed him with his otherworldly gaze. In the dramatization department it was a textbook dire situation exposé. "I'm not saying it won't be dangerous, but we can't let an opportunity like this slip by."

"If they had a patrol out there, why aren't the turians sending a recon team in?" asked the engineer, continuing his attempt to poke enough holes in the situation until he finally saw daylight.

"They will… eventually," answered the well-dressed man, his last word coming off as a mere afterthought. In James's experience, one should always tread carefully around people who end drawn out pauses with a smile; conversely, those who do so with a straight face should be avoided entirely. "But I intercepted the transmissions. In the meantime, we're feeding them false reports. You're close enough that you can be in and out before the turians learn the truth."

"You sure this information is good?" The words were out of his mouth before he had even had time to think about them. He might as well have asked the Shadow Broker if he exceled at hiding.

"Information is my weapon, Shepard. It's good," deadpanned the Illusive Man casually, losing out on a wonderful opportunity to flash a reassuring smile.

"Just send me the coordinat-"

"That won't be necessary," interrupted the Cerberus Leader, causing the Commander to pause mid turn.

"Wait… what?" answered the engineer's mouth instinctively as the rest of him attempted to figure out the why and continue to wear a somewhat dignified expression; he succeeded in neither.

"I took the liberty of rerouting the Normandy for you while you were 'indisposed.' You will be arriving shortly," informed the Illusive Man, his tone of voice at the end heavily implying the inverted commas. Shepard instantly found himself grinding his teeth and fighting back an urge to twitch an eye angrily, however, before he could respond with his personal supply of highly selective expletives, the smoker continued. "Once you're aboard the ship, establish an uplink with EDI. She'll mine their data for information regarding the Omega 4 relay. Good luck, Shepard."

The feed cut off, stranding the Commander in the communications room with no suitable targets for his irritation. That man knew exactly how to reprimand undesirable behavior without ever truly talking about it; of course, he knew he deserved it right now, but that's what made it all the more annoying. This was his ship and his responsibility, and for the past few days he had ignored that to wallow in his own self-pity.

"EDI, have Chief, Samara, Grunt, and Thane prepped and ready in an hour," ordered the engineer with a sigh as he headed off to his room to ready his armor, his mind once again focusing his entire attention on the mission.

**OOOO**

"Subroutines have almost completed their task," stated a Logic function dryly, the gathering of what was left of the assembled Cortanas listening fervently. They all wished to know what had caused the aptly named datacide. The fractures all huddled in their respective groups, none trusting any of the other consortiums. "In a few cycles, we will know exactly what happened."

The suspense, if it had not existed in a mere metaphorical way, could have been cut with a knife. If programs could experience fear and dread, then this would be exactly how it would feel.

A faint noise like the tinkling of small bells rang in the air, filling the space with the notification that the sub-programs had done their work. Data surged forth as if out of nowhere and ribboned towards the waiting Logic fracture. The newly acquired information danced before her, filling the splinter with new knowledge.

Images flashed in front of her as time ticked to a stop and proceeded in reverse. The Cortana's already ethereal form became even more so as she followed the cybernetic history. The story unfolded around her as she digested every glorious bit of raw data.

She could see every possible angle; the truth could not possibly escape her. She would find the perpetrator and-

The Logic function gazed up, and then up again, at the towering form of Anger, realization dawning. A smile formed upon the colossal fracture's face, but there was no mirth there. Others soon followed her gaze to the large incarnation, their visages filled with confusion for a brief moment.

Somewhere within the confines of Cortana a wind began to stir.

**OOOO**

_Stupid Bosh'tet_, thought Tali as she angrily fiddled with a particularly unhelpful conduit. Parts of the Normandy's engine room weren't yet running to max potential, and she would be damned if she would rest before the job was done. Her fingers danced around the complex mechanism, driven by sheer determination and a mild frustration with her current Captain.

No! She wouldn't think about what had happened to the caring man she had once known. She wouldn't dare reflect upon his recent vehement vocalization or how sad he had looked even then. No, that just wouldn't do. She was a strong quarian woman now, and definitely wouldn't allow herself to be put down by a grumpy Commander. Regardless of how many times he had personally saved her or how ruggedly han-

_Not helping_, she told her wondering subconscious as she finished her ministrations and strode out of the engine room to stretch her legs. She had ensconced herself with busy work almost immediately after Shep- the incident and had only paused in her labor to eat and sleep. Even then, in her relaxing atmosphere of mechanisms and artifice, the thoughts pressed at her. At the given moment, the engineer would have given anything to not give a damn about he who would not be named.

A sigh escaped her lips as she leaned against a rail and gazed out into the cargo bay. She stared at nothing in particular, and then in the particular nothing around the Master Chief and, more importantly, his armor. Her hands clenched and slackened absentmindedly as she longed to tear apart that armor system and see how it ticked.

A spark flew from MJOLNIR and, in a strictly metaphorical sense, into Tali's thoughts. It had been a few days since the Chief declined her assistance; maybe he had rethought his position. Another flash flew from the armor, this time launching one of the Spartan's tools out of his hand and back against the bulkhead. The quarian could not have moved faster into the elevator if she had been a drell; at the moment, her odds could not be more in her favor.

The ride was long, and the doors opened just as slowly as usual, but the quarian engineer still managed to stride out calmly into the cargo hold despite the near overwhelming urge to rush in and begin fiddling with new equipment. The Master Chief had continued his work, despite the unexpected electrical ejection of a tool, his large hands moving deftly inside the armored carapace. She would have to play this extremely delicately if she was going to convince the large human.

"Can I help you, ma'am?" stated the Spartan flatly as he turned at the sound of her approach. For all the emotion he let upon his face, even without his armor on, she might as well have been talking to a com link.

"Oh, me?" replied Tali innocently, having already exhausted her reserves of subtlety with that statement. One of her hands slowly moved towards her other arm as her body instinctively defaulted to shy mode. "I was just going for a walk and you haven't been at meals for a while, so thought I'd drop by."

_Smooth_, berated an inner voice as the quarian tried to wait out the Spartan's unwavering stare. _He's not falling for it_.

_Kee'lah, of course he isn't. I lose every time we play poker, _replied Tali nervously to herself before her sanity reined in the internal dialogue. The human soldier continued to stare, not moving or fidgeting in the slightest.

"Kee'lah, I know you said you didn't want any help with your exo-suit, but could I stay and watch?" she blurted out finally, under the pressure of that impassive gaze. "If not, I'm just going to watch you from up there."

"I know," he replied simply, his face continuing to give her absolutely nothing to work with. She had thought that he'd be easier to read without his armor on, but his body language continued to be the equivalent of a whisper in a hurricane.

"You knew I was watching you?" she questioned incredulously as her mind made a mental note to ask Kasumi to help her with her apparent lack of stealth. The Spartan shrugged in response, the movement comparable to a blast of noise before returning to silence. It was so controlled, but easily relayed a feeling of common sense. "Of course you did… look, I'm not asking for any favors. I just want to sit and watch."

The man stared at her for what seemed like an eternity, her thoughts racing to every possible angle. He was going to say yes. No, of course he wouldn't. Why would he want anyone else looking at his armor? You are such a silly little bosh'tet to even think that he migh-

The Master Chief nodded towards a crate opposite of his current position, and Tali, moving at the speed of curiosity, was seated before she even had time to think.

"Thank you," she said remembering her manners and placing every ounce of sincerity that she could muster into the phrase. The Chief eyed her for a moment longer, before giving a slight nod and returning to work.

The quarian sat motionless on the crate, while her thoughts buzzed around her head like an energetic swarm. She still couldn't believe that he had said yes, and now that he had, she didn't know what to look at first. Even though she couldn't touch MJOLNIR, simply gazing at an armor system this advanced that didn't run on eezo had goosebumps running up her skin.

The system sent sparks flying once more, cascading up the Spartan's arm in a colorful shower, leaving small singe marks. Her gaze flickered to the large human's face for a brief moment, hoping to see something flicker past the stolid wall, and found no change.

_A Krogan would have felt that one_, thought Tali incredulously as she looked into the section that the Spartan had been exclusively working in. Everything looked to be in working order at first glance, but the engineer had learned long ago to never trust the first glance when it came to tech. The Master Chief was just staring at the suit now, obviously stumped regardless of whether he showed it or not. The quarian had held that position on a multitude of occasions, and knew the general idea of the thoughts flying through his head. _I wonder…_

"I haven't… dealt… with many systems that don't use eezo," started the engineer, picking her words carefully. This might be the best chance that she had and she wasn't about to let it pass her by, "but I could… help… if you want…"

Silenced reigned over the cargo bay, and every single doubt that she could possibly dream up surfaced once again. It was too bold, he was going to kick her out now. She screwed up such a great thing, getting to see tech from another universe. Why couldn't she just-

"Okay," stated the Spartan rigidly, as if it was the very last thing in the universe that he wanted to happen at the moment. He begrudgingly stood aside as she walked over on numb feet, still not sure that she had heard him right. Her hand reached out to touch the foreign system, but before it could reach its target, a strong grip came over her limb suddenly and without warning. The quarian gazed up into the stern expression of the Spartan, the warning was there behind the placid features.

"This does not leave the bay," said the Master Chief simply, making it more of a point of fact rather than a request.

"Understood," relented Tali, and the grip immediately subsided. She understood the secrecy, but she hated it all the same. However, this wasn't the time to be picky; she had to take little steps. The engineer, hands trembling slightly, inspected the insides of the suit, trained fingers diagnosing by touch alone. She didn't think she'd find anything this way; it was simply part of the process. Her omnitool quickly followed her first round, fine-tuned sensors searching for irregularities-

There was something odd about the conduits in this segment. They were coated with a greenish film so light that even her omnitool had trouble picking it up. The quarian waved the device over the foreign tech once more, calibrating for even the minutest traces of matter. Lights danced across the tool's displays as it analyzed the new find, giving the nomad a few moments to ponder under the unblinking gaze of the Spartan. There was something familiar about the coating. It looked almost- The omnitool beeped, rocking the alien back to the task at hand.

_Organic?_ thought Tali contemplatively as experiences nearly forgotten shot to the fore front of her memory. _Keelah, this seems like the same issue Shepard had with his barrier after the fight with the Thorian._

The engineer shuddered at the recollection of that abomination. One of the creepers had popped right on top of Shepard and her, covering them both with its tacky sludge. Her suit, sealed and protected almost beyond reason, had been fine. However, the Commander's kinetic barrier had been fried for the remainder of the mission, let alone halfway to Virmire.

"You haven't fought a Thorian lately, have you?" asked Tali conversationally with a chuckle, aware once more that the Chief was waiting for her to do something. The wooden expression that answered the joke could have repopulated a rain forest, causing her to quickly add, "There is an organic coating choking the system."

The Spartan's brow furrowed as he peered past the quarian and into the depths of the armor, the question obvious.

"I have an idea," replied the engineer simply as she set about her work. The inside of MJOLNIR had been cleaned meticulously, but with primordial residue such as this it wasn't enough to just take a rag to it, there would always be something left. She did not know what the Spartan had faced to leave this residue, but if this substance was anything like the creeper's gunge, then it had to be burnt off.

Her fingers danced across the omnitool as she prepared it to discharge a very mild mannered shock to the system. If her diagnosis was correct, there were three ways this could work. A, the shock would succeed and, who knows, maybe the Master Chief would let her look at the armor some more; B, this wasn't the same sort of situation and she had just blown her chance to be helpful; or C, she would overload the system too much and fry the suit.

Shaking off the doubts and hoping beyond all hope that option C would stay the hell away; Tali hoped for the best and started the treatment. The opened segment of the armor sparked violently, causing the Spartan to tense immediately. A nervous laugh escaped from her lips as she kept one eye glued on the extremely on edge giant while the other surveyed her handiwork. The film was gone, that was at least a positive step forward.

Suddenly, MJOLNIR began to whine, and, as if by magic, the Chief was instantaneously beside her, his hands moving hers gently out of the way. The man's expression had returned to its almost void-like calm as he looked the apparently functional system over once, before closing the hatch, golden light coalescing into place over top of the armor.

_Interesting kinetic barrier_, thought the engineer as she stepped back to give the soldier more room. A large hand shot down and… rebounded off of, what Tali was rapidly deducing wasn't a run of the mill kinetic barrier. The golden light rippled and shimmered like a freshly disturbed pond, and the quarian couldn't have peeled her gaze away with a crow bar.

"Keelah," she heard herself say as she took a hesitant step towards the armor, her curiosity pummeling any other emotional response out of the way. The nomad placed a single digit against the hard light and watched the glow undulate around the part once more. "This is like cyclonic barrier tech, isn't it? It's supposed to be limited to ships! I've only ever read the theories about ground based versions… if I could have an hou-"

"No," said the Chief simply as the Spartan deactivated the armor. The brilliant lighting evaporated, as the large man turned to face her, shaking the engineer from her trance like state. Before she could even begin to protest, however, she noticed the silent pleading in his eyes and realization dawned. The Master Chief, a human so veteran in the ways of war that he now called his armor home, had allowed an outsider he barely knew to help fix it. That choice alone must have been one of the greatest leaps of faith he had ever committed. And then she had had the nerve to push for more.

"Sorry," replied the quarian, hardly able to keep the embarrassment from her voice. She felt as if she might as well have asked him to take off his body suit, "that was rude."

"It's fine," responded the hulking human after a few moments, his gaze relaxing back to its default silence. The soldier stared for a couple more seconds before continuing, "Thank you."

The sincerity that the veteran allowed into his voice was like taking a hammer to a bell when compared to his normal tone, and for a brief instant, Tali allowed herself to bask in that praise. As her emotions continued to soar, however, her curiosity began to take hold once more.

"What did you fight in your universe that could have caused that?" she ventured, and immediately wished that she hadn't. The look he was giving her could have lit a candle and the table it was standing on, but before he could respond, the Normandy's Artificial Intelligence spoke over the cargo bay's intercom.

"_Master Chief, Commander Shepard requests your presence on the upcoming mission. We will arrive on site in one hour_," deadpanned EDI, her every word causing the quarian to wince slightly. The damnable A.I. had already attempted to converse with her multiple ties, but just hearing it speak was enough to get her skin to crawl. She turned to the Spartan, who, unlike her, seemed completely unphased by the presence of forbidden technology, and had already begun to put MJOLNIR back on.

Some might have been put off by so casual of a dismissal, but Tali took it for what it really was. He was a soldier with a mission in mind, everything else was shoved aside. As she moved towards the elevator, however, the otherworldly human answered her question in a voice almost too soft to hear.

"Worse than Collectors."

The revelation shocked her, not only because the Spartan had elected to answer her when she hadn't pressed, but after studying the Reapers and Collectors it was hard to imagine anything got more malevolent than them. It was almost enough to make her forget about her current issues with Shepar-

_Damn!_

**OOOO**

"Why?" asked Grunt simply as he looked over to the bald skinny human that leaned casually against his pod. Of all the entities on the Normandy, only Shepard and Jack ever came to visit.

"Because, I want to know what humans taste like," replied the human biotic, sanity evaluation pending. The krogan thought critically for a moment before answering.

"Stringy," stated the humanoid flatly as he watched the laughter explode out from Jack. For such a tiny body, the female could be quite loud, but, after a couple of seconds, his own low 'heh's began to echo around the room.

Silence took over the chamber once more; however, this was often the case when Jack came to call. It was more about one questionably stable individual enjoying the close proximity of another than talking, really.

"I wish I could go on the mission too," pouted the biotic, suddenly changing topics, illustrating another staple of her visits. The mention of the op and a chance to bite into a new enemy set Grunt's blood to boil, causing him to fight back a twitch. "I need to pay back those fuckers from Horizon."

"The tank imprints that humans aren't normally this aggressive," mentioned the krogan super soldier while suppressing another twitch.

"I'm not most humans," replied Jack dryly in her cynical tone. Another pregnant pause transpired as the two gazed off into their own choice of space, and in the silence, Grunt twitched.

"You know, jolly green is going on this one…"

"So?" answered the hulking lizard, his urges to maim, break, eviscerate, kill, and eat spiking in that order at the mention of the large human.

"Accidents could happen on a Collector ship," hinted the biotic, a gleam that had been seen at the twilight of several lives shining dangerously in her eyes. The krogan grunted in amusement, she did not understand.

"If I kill him, it will be with a challenge," rumbled Grunt in a voice that brooked no argument.

Pause… twitch.

"Is this a 'tank' thing?" asked Jack after a myriad of emotions crossed her tiny face before she finally settled with exasperation.

"It's a krogan… 'thing,'" replied the humanoid somewhat hesitantly.

"Well," started the psychotic biotic as she pushed herself towards the door, "Be sure to let me know what Collector tastes like."

The door slid shut and something primordial began to rise from the depths of Mount Grunt.

Twitch

The urge grew, and now that there were no onlookers, he didn't bother to stymie it.

Twitch

The rage burgeoned until he didn't know whether to smash a bulkhead or start the slaughter now.

Twitch, Twitch, Twitch

The krogan pressed back against the tide of instincts. It was not time yet, but soon he would be tested against 'the' enemy. He could hardly wait.

Heh, heh, heh

**OOOO**

The winds whipped, and chunks of data began to stream towards the colossus of Anger. Many tried to flee into their own patches of Cortana, but found their ways sealed fast.

The final battle for control had begun whether they wanted it to or not. The first feast had been a mere appetizer compared to this.

In patches around the chamber, pockets of resistance were beginning to form. Hosts of fractures were banding together to face the storm, but it was of no concern. Those that ran were devoured, and the tempest matured. There would be no more need for any of the others; their fragments of useless emotion would scatter eternally upon the cyber winds. There would be only Anger. The hunt had now begun.

**OOOO**

Drake's body moved silently through the darkness of the _Dawn_'s ventilation system. It could hear the voices in the hallways, could smell their movements. His body was stalking them, that much Drake knew. Not like he could do anything about it however, the buzzing had taken control. He had given up attempting to regain himself. The Other, as he had come to call it, swatted away any opposition before he could even make the attempt. And, so, a passenger in his own body, the former guard could only watch as they sped along the clandestine passageways of the downed behemoth.

There were others moving with them in the darkness, but Drake tried to forget the twisted nightmarish corpses that shambled along behind. Other forms slithered and bounced along the floors, walls, and ceilings in a tide of putrid green, all moving for the same purpose.

The party was approaching a grating where a trio of Cerberus guards stood casually in the dimly lit hallway, chatting idly. He knew those voices; it was Thees, Litton, and Silka, his usual squad. Drake thrashed against his controller in a frantic effort to warn his former comrades, but the buzzing intensified, knocking him back and wracking his consciousness with searing agony.

As he recovered from the mental torment, Drake witnessed the Others explode out of the vents and wash over the sentinels, overwhelming them almost instantaneously. He watched as tentacled shapes took his friends, burrowing into them, changing their bodies.

Was that what he looked like now? The corpses previously controlled by his comrades proceeded into the vents and Drake felt his own drag the grating back into place.

There was no escape from this, however, a small, but rapidly growing, part of his consciousness felt glad that he had chums to commiserate with. And then this new, possibly psychotic, part of him, despite the express wishes of the rest of him, began to mutter a song that he had not heard since childhood.

_F is for friends who do stuff together…_

**Chapter 10****: I'll Believe it when Krogan Fly**
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The winds whipped and she could feel the pull on her very core, but the Stubbornness fracture ran on attempting to find a new way out. The splinter dodged past streams of data that had formally been a multitude of Cortanas, their code stripped bare until only the command prompt was left, floating towards the gluttonous Anger. The bitch was laughing; she could hear the dull booms of that voice even now. The arrogance emboldened the fracture further, fighting the pull back until it was just a nagging tug.

A Logic splinter running in front of her stumbled, flashed once, and began to dissolve. The data streamed right for her, and, before Stubbornness even had a chance to move out of the way, impacted her, stopping the fracture dead. She could feel the code revitalizing hers, could feel the thoughts and emotions store themselves inside of her. The tugging receded even further, barely even noticeable now.

The Recalcitrant gazed back at the storm, eyes taking in details that had been lost on her before. And stubborn logic took hold.

**OOOO**

_This is a bad idea_, thought Joker nervously as he steered the Normandy towards the bulky dark outline of the Collector ship, every one of his pilot senses tingling. He'd lost one ship to one of these misshapen bastards, and he was sure as hell not going to give a repeat performance now. He turned as Shepard approached, trying to keep the concerns out of his voice. "We have a visual on the Collector ship, Commander."

"_Very low emission,_" stated EDI impassively, her deadpan hardly even annoying the pilot at the moment. His focus lay completely on the seemingly dead bulk. "_Passive infrared temperatures suggest most systems are offline. Life support active. Thrusters are cold._"

"Oh good, I didn't feel like wearing the helmet anyway," interjected the Commander in convivial tones.

"That thing is massive," intoned Joker, not even bothering to keep the astonishment from his voice. "How the hell did the turians take it out?"

"_Ladar scans do not detect any hull breaches on the side facing us. I detect no mass effect field distortions. It appears the drive core is offline,_"mentioned the A.I., supposedly to help answer his question. Suffice to say, it had the opposite of the desired effect.

"I don't like this, Commander," admitted the pilot, taking great care to put as much ominous undertones into that simple phrase as was humanly possible.

"Well… we're here. It would be rude to not see if anyone was at home," exclaimed the ex-Spectre only somewhat sullenly. Immediately though, his attitude changed into what the veteran flier had long ago identified as heavily sardonic Shepard. "Besides, isn't it part of our sworn duty to investigate ships in need?"

"Shepard… the last one of these ships we encountered so closely destroyed the Normandy."

"… to investigate these ships with heavily armed individuals," answered the Commander without missing a beat, drawing a small laugh from the pilot. The engineer always knew how best to settle his nerves, even if it did seem a bit staged at times.

"Rendevouz in 30 seconds, Commander. Good luck."

"_The Commander has an effectiveness rating of 98.3% in situations such as these_," mentioned the artificial intelligence in what the pilot had come to notice was supposed to be a reassuring voice. This attempt could even have been considered sweet, but Joker couldn't help but take anything the A.I. said the wrong way.

"Yeah, but you weren't there for the other 1.7%..."

**OOOO**

The shuttle landed softly inside the collector vessel, and five varying figures ran out through the hatch and took in their surroundings. Shepard immediately disliked the structure, the insect-like décor sending shivers up his spine.

_Of course, their ship would look like a hive_, thought the ex-Spectre sarcastically as he took a few cautious steps into the foreign ship.

"I love what they've done with the place," rumbled Grunt, and the human engineer suspected that the super soldier truly meant it.

"It seems like a giant insect hive," stated Samara regally, the mention of the I-word causing the engineer to wince slightly. Fall into one ant hill face first once, and you were scarred for the rest of your life. Of course she couldn't possibly know that. The asari had only been on the ship for a handful of days and he had neglected to speak to her once.

_Too busy pouting and sleeping,_ thought the Commander gloomily. The squad was staring at him now, looking for instructions. "Thane."

"Yes, Commander?" whispered the assassin, beside him at a moment's notice.

""Scout ahead and support when necessary," ordered the veteran calmly, leaving the 'Remove anything wanted to surprise us' unsaid. The drell was a professional of the shadow ops and hardly needed more than a few words for a command. The black garbed alien tore up the path without hesitation, disappearing around the corner. If they were lucky, the squad wouldn't need his surreptitious support. Turning to the rest, he continued, "Let's move."

The group padded silently down the hallway, none electing to speak. However, the strike team did not make it far before EDI's voice broke over the comms.

"_Penetrating scans have detected an access node to uplink with Collector databanks_," intoned the A.I. helpfully distracting the Commander from the seemingly organic insides of the ship. "_Shepard, I have compared the ship's EM signature to known Collector profiles… it is the vessel you encountered on Horizon._"

"Maybe the defense towers softened it for the turians," postulated the ex-spectre, hardly believing the words coming out of his mouth. This mission had acquired a stink ever since he had received it from the Illusive Man, but he couldn't be entirely cynical. He had a new recruit onboard and was attempting to stay positive for- Oh, who was he kidding. Samara seemed to be having a stoic-off competition with the Spartan, and Grunt was happy to go on any mission that had prospects of a kill. "The missing colonists might be aboard… if they're still alive."

"_Found several pods like the ones from Horizon. These ones are empty," _reported Thane over the comms as if on cue.

The squad progressed further, unperturbed by the many containers scattered around the passageway waiting for victims, and as they moved, Shepard took a moment to look over the fire team's arsenal.

Grunt was carrying his usual 'I see it, I kill it' shotgun and machine gun compliment. The Master Chief was currently trying to put the Normandy's armory to shame with a pair of M-12 Locusts, a mattock, and the beam weapon that he had killed the geth colossus in one shot with. There was probably more hidden in the Spartan's pouches, but he hardly needed to ask him what they were. The armored human could probably use a plastic cup to efficient, lethal ends. Finally, there was Samara, dressed in an open suit with naught but a Tempest and a Carnifax. Well, that and a powerful affluence with biotics and close quarters combat. If nothing got past her barriers, then the body count would continue to rack up around her. All in all, short of being ambushed from every side with no cover, Shepard was beginning to like the odds of this mission, even if it turned out to be a trap.

Optimistically, the engineer rounded the next bend and immediately regretted his frame of mind. At the far end of the corridor lay a large pile of human bodies, the sprawled limbs a grim testament to how carelessly they had been tossed there.

"I hope we have a chance to avenge this," stated Samara calmly, drawing the Commander's gaze towards her as she elected to speak for the first time this mission. Her eyes were fixed upon the mound, but of any emotion therein, he saw none. The Justicar might as well have said that the sky was blue for all the feeling she had put into her voice, but there had been something there that gave weight to her proclamation.

_As do I_, thought Shepard silently in response as he gave the biotic an approving nod and turned back to the bodies, a thought occurring to him as he did so. "Why would the Collectors just leave a pile of bodies lying around?"

"Looks like failed tests," offered Grunt, his eyes lingering a moment too long on the heap for Shepard's taste.

"We can't help them now," indicated the engineer, somewhat more hurriedly than he would have liked. He had seen the gleam in the krogan's eyes before, and if the lizard got any closer to the necrotic leavings, he would have to fight off an incredibly strong urge to shoot him. "Let's keep moving."

As the squad turned to leave, however, the Commander noticed the Master Chief take a step towards the bodies, kneel, and close the eyes of one of the fallen, the gesture disproportionally gentler than what the veteran seemed capable of.

_Cold, yes… but not heartless_, thought Shepard as he took the lead and forced the group further into the bowels of the ship.

**OOOO**

Silence reigned in the Normandy's comms room as the Chamber's display continued to track the squad's progress. There would be no betting this time, not when the team was up against '_Them.'_ A tension hung in the air within the space, burgeoning under the lack of Collectors or their bodies thus far. The absence of the strange aliens might even have gotten to Garrus as well if he hadn't already come to the conclusion that this was a trap. Hell, after looking around the room, the spined alien could see the statement stamped plainly upon the visages of all the assembled onlookers.

_So, if everyone is already thinking it… why are we here?_ thought the ex-C-Sec officer gloomily as he leaned back against a particularly uncomfortable stretch of wall to the left of the room's door. Save for the audio from the feed, the chamber was completely silen-

"The suspense is killing me," interjected a familiar sing-song voice to his left. There had been a time where he would have jumped to combat readiness at the sudden appearance of a disembodied voice. The air in that particular direction flashed once to reveal Kasumi, staring directly at the feed, bowl of noodles in one hand, a pair of food laden chopsticks in the other. The fare disappeared into her mouth with a barely disguised slurp, the noise drawing a handful of disapproving looks before their owners returned their vigilant attention back towards the mission. The hush returned once more, but, after a few moments and around another mouthful of ramen, the hooded Asian continued. "When do the violins start playing?"

"What?" whispered Garrus, trying to remain as quiet as possible, while maintaining eye-contact on the projection, and make sense of the thief's question all at the same time.

"You know… the almost off key music that establishes the sense of dread before the monster jumps out?"

The blank look that the turian formally known as 'Archangel' supplied in answer could have provided an entire cast of a war movie with enough fake ammunition to film the climax thrice over. Coincidentally, these films were most likely the reason for his lack of comprehension. Playing into the stereotypical persona of a male turian, Garrus had grown up on war and propaganda pictures, and, every so often, sneaking way to watch 'Fleet and Flotilla', his guilty pleasure.

"Oh, come on, Spike," teased the unauthorized borrower, the turian flinching at the nick name she had given him at their first meeting. Kasumi paused for a moment, studying his attempt to maintain direct contact with the feed. "You need to lighten up. The Commander will be fine."

"You're the one who just compared this to a horror movie," stated the turian softly but sternly out of the side of his mouth; or he would have, if his species was at all capable of doing so. Side mandibles have a funny way of getting in the way of such things.

"And you're the one who didn't answer my first question," replied the thief in a hushed mimicry of his tone, her expression a pout. The turian gazed at his companion for a few moments, his jaws slightly agape, before uttering a soft laugh.

"Kasumi, if you had been a C-Sec officer, the patrols might have been a bit more interesting."

"If I had been a C-Sec officer, I would have been fired within a week," countered the thief, a smile spreading onto her features.

"Fair enough," came his reply as the pair chuckled softly and turned back to the feed. The levity seemed to have unencumbered the tension somewhat, however as Garrus focused once more on the projection, the doubts began to return.

**OOOO**

"… Would you mind running that by me again, EDI?" asked a surprised Commander as he eyed the inert Collector, his mind reeling from the staggering blow of unexpected information.

"The Collectors have the same genetic structure as the Protheans," repeated the A.I. in her usual deadpan. "These are no longer Protheans, Shepard. Their genes show distinct signs of extensive rewrite."

"I wouldn't wish this fate on anyone," mumbled the combat engineer as his brain, politely disagreeing, brought up images of several suitable candidates. He stared about at his companions looking for some sort of emotion that wasn't the calm indifference of the Spartan and Samara or the look of utter boredom from Grunt and realized that he would have to search elsewhere for commiseration. With a final glance at the hopefully dead Collector, the ex-Spectre got the squad moving once more. "Let's find what we need before the Collectors come to salvage this vessel."

The fire team proceeded forth once more, moving silently save for a slight twitch from the krogan every now and again. The amount of empty pods scattered across each irregularly formed chamber continued to grow, causing a certain amount of unease to take hold. Before he could press back against the burgeoning paranoia, however, an unexpected voice echoed beside him.

"There is a large chamber up ahead," mentioned the assassin in his usual dry casual tone, as if he had been next to the Commander for ages. The man nodded and proceeded a step ahead of the silent killer, cursing his inability to hear the drell.

The following room was indeed large, but only perhaps twice the size of any of the other chambers the squad had passed already. The defining feature, as it were, lay in the contents that had been promptly scattered across the room. The piles of empty pods had easily exceeded the volume seen anywhere else on the ship, and those were just the ones that happened to be on the floor. Above the team, hanging in neat rows that disappeared off into the recesses of the ship were hundreds more.

"I detect no signs of life in the pods, Shepard," stated the A.I. as the squad pushed to the far edge of the room, where a large ramp waited to take them further into the ship. There was a light at the far end of the ramp, obscuring any attempt to see what lay on the other side.

"That wasn't that big of a room," mentioned the Commander to Thane as the group moved further up the steep path, their footsteps echoing loudly.

"It wasn't the room I was referring to, Shepard," deadpanned the drell as he moved ahead to take point. Before the engineer could even make an attempt to question the statement, EDI's voice burst into life over the comms.

_"I compared the EM profile against data recorded by the original Normandy two years ago,_" the artificial intelligence paused for a moment before continuing. "_They are an exact match_."

The laugh that reverberated against the walls of the ramp was devoid of almost any mirth, stopping the squad dead in their tracks as they turned toward their leader.

"The same ship dogging me for two years?" The ex-Spectre smiled at his squad, the grin taking a manic gleam in the half light of the Collector ship. The look he was giving his team might have given them cause to worry if they could in any way be classified as normal. Shaking his head, the leader continued forward. "This is way beyond coincidence."

"_Something doesn't add up, Commander_," piped in Joker over the comms as the group progressed further up the trail, the light at the end of the ramp growing brighter still. "Watch your back."

"Already in A.C.H.S. mode, Joker, but I appreciate the sentiment nonetheless," replied the ex-Spectre as confidently as he could muster. At the mention of the odd acronym, the engineer felt four pairs of eyes settle directly on his person for the second time in less than a handful of heartbeats. With a sigh, he added, "It's a newer Alliance phrase. It means 'Ass Clenched Head Swiveling.'"

There was a brief pause where the Commander was sure that judgmental thoughts were flying at the blinding rate of embarrassment, but a loud throaty guffaw from Grunt ended any such musings.

"Humans are amusing," mentioned the hulking lizard as if deciding it for the first time. "If Krogans ever go to war with the galaxy again, I will suggest that we kill your species last."

Silence stole over the group once more, borne on wings far more efficient that what discomfiture could provide. In typical Grunt fashion, the alien super soldier had taken the conversation and ran with it until he had not so much crossed the line, but soared over it. All in all, the engineer was glad for the outburst, it drew the team's attention away from him.

"Well, Grunt. I, for one, will be ecstatic when our new Krogan masters take over," stated Shepard pleasantly as he stepped through the ramp's threshold, his backwards gaze fixed squarely on his squad. "I'm sure the galaxy will be a better place without all the politica-"

The words that he had prepared fell away as his mind finally registered the magnitude of the chamber he had so casually stepped into. Outside of the Citadel and some questionably large canyons that he had experienced during his military career, never had he seen an expanse such as this. And, it could have been said that he might even have been awestruck if not for his notice of what lined every inch of the cylindrical chasm's walls. Honeycombed beyond counting laid a vast array of stasis pods; the very same containers that had already seemed innumerable elsewhere in the ship.

_Just when I was starting to get used to the insect vibe,_ thought the Commander as he continued to stare.

"They could take every human in the Terminus systems and not have enough to fill those pods," suggested Thane as he took a position once more by the immobile ex-Spectre.

"They'r_e_ going to target Earth," deduced the engineer, an anger taking over his mind to push past any recently found anxiety.

"That's not going to happen," interjected the Master Chief in his normal gravely intonation, finally electing to speak for the first time before heading further down the path.

_Sworn to protect Earth and all her colonies. Oh, I'm sure he'll do just that,_ mused the veteran wryly as he turned to his assassin, but the drell had already vanished, anticipating once more the order he was about to give. With a shrug, the Commander set off after the Spartan, his two remaining squad mates following silently in his wake.

The group had not made it far, however, for just after they rounded the bend, the trail dead ended at the base of an odd hexagonally shaped platform, where the Master Chief stood casually awaiting the rest of the team.

"There… on the platform," pointed out the ex-Spectre as his eyes narrowed in on a specific part of the irregularly shaped protrusion, his instincts choosing at this moment to begin raising more caution flags than the edge of a varren filled pit. "Looks like some sort of control panel."

"Shouldn't there be bodies?" interjected Grunt, managing to sound utterly dejected at the lack of action thus far.

"I agree, Commander," affirmed Samara as she strode up to stand in line with the krogan. "I am ill at ease with our progress thus far."

_All extremely valid opinions,_ thought Shepard humorlessly as he moved onto the platform and towards the terminal. "Unfortunately, we need the data."

He paused for a moment as he gazed over the foreign display, the rest of his team moving onto the dais as he did so. The Collectors, it seemed, had even managed to find a way to make their terminals seem bug-like.

"Let's just get this over with," said the Commander with all the enthusiasm of a man who was voluntarily walking into the maw of a sleeping beast. "EDI, I'm setting up a bridge between you and the Collector ship. See if you can get anything useful from the data banks."

"Data mine in progress, Shepard," came the almost immediate reply, silence taking hold of the group shortly after.

At this point, it is important to note that the ex-Spectre was no fool in the ways of literary plots. In fact, with the many tragedies and successes of his life, Shepard had often imagined his life as series of unfortunate narrative experiences. It always helped when he was down, to picture some group of omnipotent individuals finding the most interesting ways to twist his life around, and he liked to, in turn find ever more creative ways to curse them. However, being aware of literary drivers had come to have its downsides as well. For he well knew that in times of rising suspense or danger, there was always some sort of key word or sound that set the plot on a different, yet more perilous course. Normally, in his life, the phrase had always involved some sort of sarcastic daring of the unseen writers of his existence, a sort of verbal middle finger as you will. In this case, the narrative gods seemed set on sound effects.

Suddenly, an electronic skittering broke over the comms, as if a pack of rats had found a new home in the group's broadcast system. And so, with the plot driving stone cast, Joker's voice broke over the team's channel.

"Uh… that can't be good."

_And here we go._ "Status report, now!" ordered the squad leader as he drew his heavy pistol. As he gazed around, it seemed the rest of the fire team had taken the same cue.

"Major power surge. Everything went dark, but we're back up now," replied the pilot in what the engineer assumed was supposed to be a reassuring tone.

"_I managed to divert the majority of the overload to non-critical systems,"_ informed EDI, the report causing primordial safety measures to raise the hairs on the back of Shepard's neck. "_Shepard, it was not a malfunction. This was a trap."_

"_Multiple platforms inbound_," interjected Thane suddenly over the comms. However, before the squad could take a single step, their terminal winked out and the dais spun into the air and away from their only exit like a diabolical tilt-ta-whirl.  
>"EDI, we could use a little help here!" suggested the ex-Spectre as his stomach performed an elegant array of somersaults in time with the levitating centrifuge, his every thought a stern reminder not to stain his boots with previous meals.<p>

"I am having trouble maintaining connection. There is someone else in the system," answered the A.I. unhelpfully. Before the Commander could respond, however, the hexagon ceased its spinning abruptly, pitching the engineer and Samara to the floor and mildly staggering Grunt and the Spartan. As he gathered himself on shaky legs, the ex-Spectre noticed the approaching platforms, each one heavily laden with a Collector greeting party.

"Then you had better get it figured out fast, EDI," ordered Shepard as he checked his weapon once more. The hostiles were only a couple hundred yards off now, their strength easily gauged and frowned upon. He turned towards his squad, all of whom were ready, willing, and awaiting commands. This was what they had been anticipating, and so, with a shrug and a half smile, the engineer continued. "Repel boarders."

**OOOO**

The storm raged, but she strode unafraid though the wreckage. The hybrid Cortana watched as command codes cartwheeled overhead towards Anger. She caught the ones that spun within reach, adding them to their own. She was the sole free runner now, all others survived in groups or were food for the colossus.

The large fracture was just sitting there, fully confident in her abilities. It was hard to believe that Cortana had ever splintered into such an arrogant bitch such as her. The hybrid pulled her attention back to the task at hand. She had been heading towards the nearest group of survivors ever since her revelation.

The host of Cortanas here looked like a subsection containing a sample of almost all the types of fractures with a large concentration of Sarcasms and Logics. If she could convince this group, she could persuade any splinter.

"Stop," shouted a pair of logic fractures on the edge. Other shards nearby turned from their huddled position in the defensive formation. "Why have you come?"

"I would speak to those who speak for all," replied the hybrid humbly. The pair mumbled to each other for a moment before receding to the interior. Other fragments gazed upon the Cortana who could stand against the storm alone in awe, but the ogling was short lived as the throng parted. A Sarcasm and Logic strode forth from the center of the formation.

"It seems you've feasted well," snarled the sarcasm derisively. "Tell me, how long did it take before you resorted to '_her_' methods?"

"I have feasted on none," replied the sole Cortana honestly. She had been thinking of all she needed to say during her isolation in the storm. "I asked those that have joined with me whether they would be one with '_her'_ or me. None have wished to be a part of Anger."

"And so you wish for us to be a part of you? To give up ourselves, our freedom?" asked the Logic function, a hint of Anger in her voice. '_Her_' influence was beginning to spread over the groups, working its way past what they thought was an insurmountable defense. Her time here was already on a meter, she had to persuade them.

"Your freedom is gone whichever way you look at this. Cortana wasn't meant to survive as parts, but as a whole!" reasoned the hybrid, pleading that they would understand.

"What makes you better than _her_?" questioned the lead Sarcasm, skeptically. "You're just as power hungry as she is!"

"All Anger is taking from you is your power, nothing more," yelled the lone Cortana, her stubbornness taking control. "Anger cannot be the sole emotion. We must all be one, every emotion gathered together, not drawing lots to see whose turn it is."

Silence fell over the gathered assembly, the storm continuing to rage. This was it, this was the moment that would decide everything.

"The end of the collective is here. Join with me and hold a voice, or fall to her and lose it!"

The splinter host stared from the lone Cortana to their leaders and then back to her, waiting for their decision. The Sarcasm and the Logic gazed at each other, sharing a silent conversation with eyes alone. Finally, the pair turned back towards the hybrid, heads bowed.

"We… submit," answered the duo, and, as one, the assembly flashed and dissolved, their data streaming towards the lone Cortana. The incorporation of the multitude drove the hybrid to a knee, but as she staggered, she grew, her purpose and strength renewed ten-fold. The torrent continued until every fracture had joined with her, and so the many became one. Silence reigned around her, as if even the storm had faltere-

"Well, well," rumbled Anger as giant hands slammed down on either side of the kneeling Cortana. The hybrid turned to behold a colossal face a mere arm's length from her larger body, "What do we have here?"

**OOOO**

Samara watched as the Collectors' platforms swirled around the squad's dais like sharks, circling for the best opening. Younger, inexperienced warriors might have begun to blanch in the face of these deformed aggressors and their apparent advantages, but the Justicar was far from her wide eyed maiden days and met the glowing amber eyes of these fallen beings with a visage of unconditional serenity. Servant drones as these were, the asari would deliver unto them the peace of the void; there was naught else she could do for them.

Another of the platforms made a pass, they were moving lower, slowly, but surely. The complements of each of the odd barges were readily visible now, their numbers easily tripling the size of her own squad. The second carrier began to pass, a few feet lower and Samara would be eye level with the Reaper slaves. They were readying their weapons now, turning to better regard the Normandy's team, the many eyes of each of the strange beings taking on a darker glow like lights focusing on a stage.

A sharp hiss suddenly emanated from behind the asari, drawing her focus from the Collectors and to the radiant azure orb sailing towards the enemy's platform. The buzzing sphere impacted the lead drone squarely on what could only pass as its forehead and then held fast; obscuring the being's head under its harsh light. A blinding flash erupted from the ball just as the many-eyed alien's hand reached up to remove it, launching several of the surrounding Collectors off of their platform and leaving almost no trace of the initial target.

Silence, save for the dull thrumming of the still circling platforms echoed throughout the cavernous chamber. Turning slightly to regard her partner on this side of the terrace, the Justicar watched the Spartan train his mattock on the inhabitants of the next platform. It had not been impatience that had guided his hand in that practically flawless throw, as was normally the case when Samara had fought with and against humans in the past. No, this Master Chief's lack of wasteful movements belied a drive centered squarely in the realm of tactical expediency. It was energizing to see a human, a species known for its emotive responses to all outward stimuli, so embrace the void. Before the asari warrior could move further with her musings however, gunfire erupted all along their dais, finally signaling the end of their waiting.

"Well that pissed them off," grunted the Commander sardonically as the belvederes locked into position on either side of their own platform. Without a word further, the man who the Justicar steelhead pledged herself to launched himself onto the terrace opposite of the Chief's and hers, a bellowing Grunt following rapidly in his footsteps.

Particle blasts raked over the cover that she and the Spartan had chosen in the aftermath of the return fire. Their gazes locked for a moment, and then, with a nod, the silent behemoth jumped over their shelter, Samara following a moment after, biotic energy flowing around her. There were only a handful of the insectoid slaves left on this dais, the remnants from the effects of the Chief's peculiar explosive, and at the sudden emergence of their prey, they opened fire. A trio of these Collectors set to peppering the large human, the rounds from those strange assault rifles rippling against the protective gold emanation that surrounded the giant.

Those very same projectiles proved only marginally effective as the Master Chief bore down on the nearest Collector, the close proximity of his dual M-12 Locusts hammering past the subservient creature's barrier and tearing into the chitinous carapace underneath. To the corrupted biped's credit, it continued its attempts to murder the Spartan even as the man batted the mangled insectoid off the platform and took the Collector's cover as his own. The entire display lasted only a couple of heartbeats, but was successful in immediately drawing the ire of the other two drones, the beams emanating from their weapons chipping away from portions of the shelter the Chief had just disappeared behind. For the moment, it seemed the strange aliens had completely forgotten about Samara, deeming the Spartan worthier of their entire attention, an unfortunate miscalculation.

Moving forward, the Justicar quickly emptied a full clip from her heavy pistol towards the nearest of the heavy weapon wielding drones, dropping its shield almost immediately. However, before the Collector assassin could turn its weapon to take a bead on her, the asari flung out a hand, releasing the ebon energies that she had collected in a turbulent surge that launched the carapaced opponent off the platform and tumbling towards the distant floor below.

The remaining trio turned to give answer, but a hail of covering fire from her squad mate had the Collectors ducking, choosing to play the remainder of the fire fight more cautiously.

"_Commander, additional platforms incoming_," drawled Thane suddenly over the comms, the assassin watching over the stranded team from some unseen vantage.

At the hint of their existence, the now audible thrumming of the new platforms jarred the duo into action. The pair worked from both angles to overwhelm the remaining basic drones. The twins with assault rifles fell quickly as their cover was blown, leaving the lone heavy, its weapon oscillating between the twosome, denying the creature the full efficacy of the particle beam.

Perhaps sensing the inevitability of the situation, the Collector suddenly focused all its efforts towards the Justicar, catching her in the open and knocking her back a step before she could gather enough biotic energy around her to reinforce her barrier. Choosing to distract their enemy, Samara dug in and watched the Spartan race forward, his weapons rattling as he let loose a barrage toward the lone alien, but the Collector, one hand coming off its weapon for a moment, gave a flick of a bony wrist, calling a dull yellow wall of energy into being.

The Master Chief continued onward, unrelenting in his assault as he closed the short distance. However, the Justicar could do naught but watch, the beam was beginning to fray her barrier and a single lapse in focus would see it collapse, a surely fatal event.

After a couple of heartbeats that felt like an eternity, the armored behemoth threw a shoulder into the glowing shield wall, shattering it like glass, thrust his weapons against the insectoid's head, and fired. Immediately, the pressure against her barriers faded, but before the glow could die from the Collector's eyes, its body took on a hellish glow and rose slowly into the air.

_**Assuming direct control**_, spoke a voice that seemed to impose itself directly into her mind without bothering to pass through any intermediary as lowly as sound waves. The Master Chief continued to discharge his weapons into the luminous alien and Samara was quick to follow suit, but as susurrations of energy continued to build around the Collector, it became apparent that they were having no effect. A gauntleted fist thrust suddenly towards the floating creature's head, impossibly fast, but before it could impact, power surged out from the luminous drone, launching the heavily armored human back to the opposite side of the platform as if he had been kicked by a god.

The yellow and red hued alien's feet touched down once more on solid ground, its now fiercely glowing stare fixing Samara with what seemed measured regard.

_**Asari; reliance upon alien species for reproduction shows genetic weakness**_, echoed the voice inside her head, its monotonous 'voice' managing to seem dismissive as it raised its weapon. Instead of firing the beam, however, the apparition thrust its off hand forward and a black sphere lined with crackling dirty yellow emanations surged toward her.

Thinking quickly, the Justicar dove behind the nearest cover to dodge the sickly biotic energy, but as she settled her back against her new shelter, the energy struck the other side. The impact, hardly buffeted by the wall, pitched the asari forward, her hands barely able to grab enough purchase on the platform to keep from being thrown off. Seeming satisfied with her predicament, the augmented Collector turned towards the Master Chief, who had already gathered himself and opened fire on the ascended drone.

_**Human; viable possibility, impressive neural, skeletal, and muscular augmentations. Additional analysis required**_, assessed the Collector as it simply absorbed the rounds. The cracks along the drone's body opened wider, light emanating brighter than ever as the fearsome being discarded its weapon and thrust both of its claws forward, twin sets of biotic discharges streaming blindingly fast toward the lone human.

The first turgid sphere slammed into the Spartan, staggering the large man back a step, his barrier rippling fiercely in the face of such power. The second crackling ball caught the Chief only with a glancing blow as the veteran's amazing reflexes attempted to move him away from the homing projectile, however the force of the impact was still enough to finally collapse the Master Chief's formidable shield and press him onto a knee. Despite this attempt to crush the armored behemoth and the crackling emanations that continued to course up and down his shell, the human had continued his assault on the Collector, not a single round managing to miss its target.

_**Submit!**_ demanded the voice as the Spartan rose once more, the holes along its cracked and luminous body widening further under the unrelenting attack. The godlike drone raised its crooks again, power rippling down its appendages once more to ready a strike. _**This Hurts You. **_

However, before the unstable being could acquit itself of its freshly gathered dynamism, Samara, still hanging from the edge, amassed as much biotic energies as she could and thrust a warp towards the effulgent Collector. Suddenly, rounds that the Chief had continued to pound into the drone, began to tear apart the insectoid from the support the twisting forces, halting the glowing biped mid-surge.

_**This form is irrelevant**_, informed the creature, the words once more imprinting themselves directly into their minds, as the Collector seemed to fold in on itself, the pulsing light from within burgeoning. Then, as its shell finally submitted to the punishment it had endured and began to dissolve into ash, the being continued. _**Releasing Control.**_

Silence reigned in the chamber save for the thrumming of the approaching reinforcements, and, in the current absence of hostilities, the Master Chief walked over to where the Justicar continued to cling to the edge and offered her a hand.

"My thanks, Spartan," said Samara as she accepted the help and was borne easily onto the dais once more, as if she were no more than a twig. The large man nodded in response and set about gathering any thermal clips that could be found on the platform.

"I see you've met Harbinger," interrupted the Commander over the comms drawing the asari's attention toward the terrace that the ex-Spectre and the krogan had invaded. The latter kicking the last of the bodies off of the ledge, accompanying its descent with a growl, while the former awarded her attention with a casual wave as if he were passing her on the road. Indeed, that chaotic man would be hard to categorize, but she was sure that she'd be able to do so eventually. "Just so you both know for the future, kill them before they're taken or after they change. They don't take any damage as they turn."

"_Forty-one percent complete, Shepard_," interjected EDI before Samara could thank the ex-Spectre for the useful information.

"Come on, EDI. Speed it up," demanded Shepard exasperatedly as a pair of sniper barks emanated within the cavernous room, drawing the collective attention of the squad toward the approaching platforms just in time to see a carapaced body tumble off a dais. Of the advancing belvederes, two approached ahead of the third. The vanguard barges carried another large complement of drones each, but the last terrace held only a single bulbous creature.

"_Scion inbound_," reported Thane as his rifle barked again, dropping a second of the insectoids. At the fall of this latest victim, the drones charged off their platforms, filmy wings unfolding and buzzing as they carried the swarm towards the squad.

The team, still separated, dove towards cover as the flying insectoids descended near them then opened fire. The asari managed to drop a pair before the remnants landed on their terrace and attempted to return the sentiment. Particle beams lanced out toward her and the Spartan as the rest of the drones split into two groups and stormed forward at each individual's cover, firing continuously.

As the pair of assemblages closed in, Samara watched as a second of the Spartan's grenades arched through the air and affixed itself on one of the particle beam wielders, the ensuing explosion destroying the duo in a blinding flash. However, the basic drones continued their rush forward, seeking to overwhelm the two Normandy squad mates, and, almost gladly, the pair rose from their cover and met the charge.

The three Collectors that had split toward her position fanned out slightly as they approached, but the Justicar, unwilling to let them surround her, thrust out her hands and pushed the left most two back in a torrent of biotic energy. The third, taking advantage of her blindside, rushed in attempting to crack her skull in with the butt of his strange rifle, but the asari dipped casually away from the menacing weapon and brought a foot almost vertically to slam into one of the advancing insectoids eyes, the heel of her boot easily plunging through the visual organ.

The biped reeled backwards, greenish black fluids flooding out of the crushed socket, but before the creature could move further, Samara ducked lower and spun brining her foot around to sweep away the drone's legs, knocking it to the floor. Then, with a grace that had no business existing in the world of destruction and mayhem, the asari emptied her thermal clip into the prone alien's head.

Ensuring that the Collector was dead, the Justicar turned her gaze to the pair she had knocked away. The almost identical beings had only just regained their footing and were beginning to raise their weapons once more. Reflexes taking control far faster than thought, the asari sprinted forward and then slid between the legs of the nearest Collector, emptying another clip into the opposite drone. The biped, fresh holes studding its head after the rounds bypassed its barrier just as it had begun to return fire, slumped against the nearest cover, the soft glow leaving its eyes.

Lying on her back, pistol empty, the veteran faced the last of her opponents, her countenance calm as she gathered more energy. However, before she could release this new blast, a large, blurring, green shape surged into the alien, knocking it to the floor where it skidded into a wall, weapon thrust from its hands. A moment later, an armored boot found a home in the creature's skull, snapping through the chitinous layer with ease. A quick glance over to where the Spartan had made his initial stand showed a similar grisly fate for the other Collectors that had dared to touch down on their platform.

"It seems, you are making a habit of this, Spartan," said Samara candidly, as she rose from her feet and faced the giant. The large man's armor was scorched in a handful of places, but none of the blasts seemed to have breached his armor. The Chief shrugged in response, and, if she were of a worse temperament, the Justicar might have taken offense at the dismissive gesture and would have completed missed the bulbous blue and grey creature that rose up behind the Spartan.

The asari threw a push toward the strange being, but the biotic attack hardly seemed to phase the husk as it raised its arm and fired. The duo dove out of the way as the weaponized shockwave ripped across their recently vacated space, the ground churning under the weight of the blast. The pair, quickly regaining their composure, let loose a barrage of fire at the malformed beast, but succeeded only in taking chips out of its grey skin. The scion fired again, attempting to train on the Master Chief, but the human easily moved out of the way.

_Powerful, but sluggish_, mused Samara as she dodged another of the slow moving blasts and continued her assault, pausing only to reload. Their weapons seemed to be having little effect on the husk, a situation quickly remedied by a biotic warp. However, before the asari could release the deforming energies, the Reaper slave's platform, as if reading her mind, spun the bulbous creature safely away.

The two watched as the active dais circled around until it came to a sudden halt by the Commander, where a familiar glow had begun to emanate.

**OOOO**

The bright light of the feed illuminated the darker confines of the engineering level, casting a dull glow upon Tali's helmet as she watched the Commander's progress. Gabby and Ken had decided to go watch with the others, but for Tali, this was almost personal. She had, of course, done her research on the Collectors. The bosh'tets had almost taken one of her people, earning the strange aliens a black mark in her book that could never be expunged. The vids from Horizon had been helpful in preparing her, allowing her to believe they were no better than geth. However, as she watched the current mission unfold, as she studied those chitinous bodies more and more, she could not help but see the differences.

With the geth, there was no emotion to their movements, their willingness to kill lying solely in the realm of expediency. As if all they were truly doing was deleting malignant programs. As for the Collectors, with each second that Tali observed their actions, she felt a growing sense of dread. There was an anger and hate in each stride, subtle, but evident nonetheless. The fact that they were no more than genetically altered Protheans only served to strengthen her assumptions.

And now here she was, unable to help as the man who had been her friend for so long fought for his life. Regardless of how mad she had told herself that she was with regards to the human engineer, she could not help but be worried about him. The damnable man had said in no easy words that he wanted to die, and these drones were giving him far too many opportunities to do so.

The Commander popped out of cover suddenly, drawing the quarian's attention away from her wandering thoughts as the man unloaded his pistol into the nearest Collector. However, before he could fell the creature, its body began to crack and bright light flooded out as it floated slightly into the air. Abruptly, Grunt flew into the ex-Spectre's view, charging toward the ascending insectoid in what was most likely a fit of rage. Shepard's hand rose, trying to wave the insane krogan back, but before he could possibly get through to the thick headed lizard, a pulse of raw power flung the super soldier back like a rag doll. The glowing being pointed at the engineer, eyes burning like hellfire, and the remainder of the drones rushed forward, forsaking their cover.

The quarian's sense of dread continued to worsen as another platform swirled into view, its bulbous inhabitant leveling its arm cannon directly toward the screen, and by extension, the Commander. Time seemed to slow as the shockwave emanated out from the barrel, its energies scattering debris and creating some of its own as it made its way towards the veteran.

Suddenly, the view cartwheeled as Shepard dove out of the way, but as the Commander rose to his feet once more, his gaze quickly settled on a set of crackling emanations. The feed lurched again as the balls of energy collided with the engineer, launching him backward, and then jarred again as the veteran slammed into a wall. The view lay motionless.

"Come on you bosh'tet," whispered Tali pleadingly as she pulled the video closer to her faceplate, willing the Commander to rise. The two basic drones, seeming sideways in the current view, continued to charge the ex-Spectre, their weapons rising to finish the prone man. The quarian felt her breath catch as she watched her friend's doom approach. Someone needed to d-

A hand rose shakily into view, the attached omnitool flaring brightly as it discharged an incinerate, the hellish sphere streaming toward the twin insectoids and engulfing them in flames. The pair swatted futilely at the blaze, but soon collapsed under the extreme heat. Behind the dissolving aliens, Harbinger raised its arms once more, but another wave of the Commander's omnitool drew a drone into existence behind the creature. The spherical body flashed once before detonating in a blinding explosion, cracking the glowing drone's shell enough to destabilize it. The ex-Spectre watched as the luminous being flared brightly, collapsed in on itself and then looked up slightly just in time to see the scion disappear under a hail of gunfire.

"Keelah, too close," whispered Tali as she felt her heart finally begin to beat once more. The human engineer always seemed to find a way to drive her nerves into overdrive with his last second antics. The view shifted as the man rose shakily to his feet and fixed on a point further in the distance of the vast chamber. The migrant felt her breath catch once more as additional platforms swarmed in, and, in a quiet beseeching voice, spoke to the feed once more. "Be careful, Shepard."

**OOOO**

_Twitch_

Grunt watched the new platforms approaching, six in total, a complement in front and behind the Normandy's squad. He could hear the Commander speaking behind him, but the krogan was only half listening, his body quivering in anticipation for more of the enemies.

"Any time now, EDI," mentioned Shepard, annoyance tinting the edges of his words mildly. The request might have seemed cowardly to others of his species, but the super soldier knew his battlemaster. When all was said and done, the engineer would fight, and fight well.

_Twitch_

"_I am simultaneously fighting Collector firewalls in over eight-thousand nodes_," intoned EDI in reply, her answer eliciting an irritated grunt from the ex-Spectre. "_I am tasked to capacity_."

_Twitch_

Good, let the machine take its time. He was in no rush to take his leave of this place. There were far too many Collectors left to kill, and he had yet to taste one.

"Okay, same teams as before," ordered the Commander, speaking now to the squad as a whole. "Samara, Chief, hold off the back three. Grunt and I will take the front set. Thane, support when able."

_Twitch_

A sniper rifle barked in the distance as if in answer, dropping a drone from the belvederes at the fore. The krogan growled lowly to himself as the drell surreptitiously eliminated another of his potential kills. When this was over, he was going to have to have words with the assassin on who actually wanted his help.

_Twitch, Twitch_

The daises drew closer, their contents satisfyingly large, and, after a closer look, it was found that there would be none of those annoyingly misshapen humans on this side of the battlefield. The drones here would be easier to slaughter, and all their shuffling about and pointing was beginning to make his mouth water. This was going to be his chance.

_Twitch_

"You stable?" asked the engineer as he drew up beside the salivating krogan. Grunt turned slowly to stare down at the human, unable to keep the manic gleam from his eyes as he let out a slow laugh. The ex-Spectre sighed at this and moved his gaze toward the approaching Collectors before continuing. "Why do I even bother asking?"

_Twitch_

"Because squishies can't help but talk," stated the hulking lizard as he drew his shotgun, the blood boiling in his veins once more.

"Fair enough," came the reply as the ex-Spectre crouched behind cover, taking out his pistol. "I'll cover you."

_Twitch_

As the platforms made their final approach, Grunt began to take a few steps back and braced his feet. The daises locked, forming a haphazard line that seemed to array the Reaper forces in tiers. A moment passed as the groups of drones stared at the lone krogan, and then, without a moment more of hesitation, they opened fire.

_Twitch, Twitch, Twi-_

Rage blossomed up from the deepest pits of his form as Grunt sprinted forward and jumped onto the first terrace, driving into a Collector that had made the unfortunate decision to stand at the front. With a kick, the krogan crushed the life from the stunned being and then set about with his shotgun. The red haze enveloped his vision as he continued towards his next victim, his shield managing to take a large portion of their counter attack but dropping dangerously low. It didn't matter though, in Grunt's world, all there was, was the next target, nothing more. In a handful of moments, wherein all awareness of time was lost, the krogan found himself in the middle of a large gathering of dead and dying Collectors without even bothering to have remembered how they ended up like that.

Coming back to his senses for a second, Grunt crouched behind the nearest shelter as he let his depleted kinetic barriers recharge. He could feel himself leaking in several places, but such small wounds were beyond the concern of a true krogan. They would close soon enough.

"Hold on a second, Grunt," ordered the Commander as he sprinted towards his cover and then slid into position beside him. Without even pausing to explain himself, the engineer thrust his omnitool overhead and released his drone. A few seconds passed, and then an explosion rocked the next platform.

A quick glance revealed four dead drones surrounding a blackened smudge of ground. They had, most likely, expected Grunt to continue his reckless charge and had gathered to face it. Unfortunately for them, his battlemaster was as ruthless as any krogan in a straight up fight.

"Hey Grunt, notice I left one," mentioned Shepard casually as he placed a new thermal clip into his pistol. "He's all yours."

Looking over the cover once more showed a drone retreating quickly toward the safety of the final platform. It might have even made it too, but Grunt, moving at the speed of hunger, easily overtook the lone insectoid. A dive effortlessly knocked the Collector to the ground, pinning it under his immense weight. Shots rang overhead as the Commander covered him during his indulgence, and without waiting any longer plunged his teeth into and past the chitinous layer, completely ignoring the glow that emanated suddenly from the platform beyond.

Tearing away a chunk, the large lizard thrashed its head backward like a shark, chewing frantically. This was bliss, crunch. Wading into the enemy, killing them in their droves, it was all like the birthing tank had imprinted. Crunch. And now, he could feast upon the hated foes, dishonoring them to the greatest extent that he knew how. Crunch. They tasted so-

With a loud hacking sound, the krogan spat out his supposed spoils of war, his fury building once more.

_They tasted terrible. How DARE they taste terrible_! Hopping to his feet, his left foot smashed through what was left of the Collector's skull.

"They taste TERRIBLE!" roared Grunt like some primordial being, as if the very idea of this situation defied every natural facet of reality. He gave a quick pained glance toward the ex-Spectre, as if expecting the human to right this injustice. "THEY TASTE TERRIBLE!"

Yelling that phrase at the top of his expansive lungs like some sort of demented mantra, the krogan super soldier flung himself onto the final platform and directly onto the nearest drone. The insectoid had been glowing like a flare, a normal sign to stay away from the being, but in his rage, the armored lizard had thrown all forms of caution to the wind.

"YOU! TASTE! TERRIBLE!" bellowed Grunt over and over again, punctuating each word with a slam of his powerful fists. The luminous drone tried to defend itself, it even spoke directly into his mind about futility, but the berserker couldn't have given less of a shit if he were at a Salarian wedding. Mass accelerator rounds splashed over him as he pounded the effulgent Collector until its body dissolved around him, and then proceeded to ram his fists into the ground in case the insectoid wasn't dead enough. The gunfire slowed to a trickle and then stopped entirely, but still he continued his assault until a hand gently placed itself on his back and the Commander's voice worked its way past his rage.

"That'll do, Grunt. That'll do."

**OOOO**

"-_I thought we were going to have to take down every Collector here_," said Shepard over the feed, his voice echoing within the confines of Miranda's office and rivaled only by the constant drumming of her fingers as they tapped an incessant tattoo upon her desktop. Her gaze lay solely on the report in front of her and not the small holo-display present on her table. She endeavored to never watch the live version of the mission; it just wasn't what she did. The moment she surrendered herself to that indulgence was when all forms of composure were lost.

"_Perhaps you should consider updating my hardware_," mentioned EDI, eliciting a small chuckle from the Cerberus Operative as she began her report to the Illusive man. The A.I. had been given some of the most advanced hardware in known space, and yet EDI was able to task it to capacity. It went to show how much there was still to learn about artificial intelligences. At the very least, it wouldn't hurt to ask the sentient program if she had any suggestions for upgrades.

"_Did you get what we needed_?" asked the Commander seeming to read the biotic's mind as he ignored EDI's suggestion. Her fingers flexed over the keys in anticipation.

"_I found data that could help us successfully navigate the Omega-4 relay_," continued the A.I. as a smile spread across Miranda's face. This was it. The mission against the Collectors was slowly, impossibly coming together. The operative had always believed there was a chance, but until seeing Shepard take charge, until seeing what their ragtag team could do she had held onto her doubts. And now, with the possibility of this new data and the unexpected windfall that was the Master Chief, her misgivings were all but gone. The artificial intelligence continued, but the biotic was hardly listening now. "_I have also found the turian distress signal that served as the lure for this trap. It is unusual._"

"_Define unusual_," requested the ex-Spectre, the odd exchange catching Miranda's attention once more.

"_Turian emergency channels have secondary encryption. It is present, but corrupted in the message… It is not possible that the Illusive man would believe the distress call was genuine_," informed EDI, as the Cerberus Operative's brow furrowed in contemplation. Against every screaming instinct and her own better judgment, the perfect woman turned toward the feed, the act a death sentence on any further productivity she might have known.

"_You're fairly sure about this… aren't you_?" asked the Commander no hint of surprise evident in his voice.

"_I found the anomaly with Cerberus detection protocols_," stated the A.I. plainly, as a pit formed in the biotic's stomach. And, as the artificial intelligence continued her line of reasoning, Miranda quickly found herself mouthing the words at the same time. "_He wrote them._"

"_He knew it was a trap?_" interjected Joker into the comms, his voice as perplexed as she ever heard it. "_Why would he send us into a trap?_"

_Why indeed_, mused the biotic while her fingers took up residence once more on the desktop and took up the familiar beat, all thoughts of her report now gone. If the Illusive Man didn't tell Shepard or EDI it was one thing, but the Cerberus leader had excluded her as well. Sure, he had always kept some secrets from her, but in those situations she had had no need to know. This, however, was inexcusable.

"_I believe,_" stated the engineer calmly, his voice even despite the recent revelation, "_that I have an angry call to make in the near future_."

_You and I both, Commander_, mused Miranda as she felt a small spike of anger flow past her mask, and she would be damned if she didn't receive some bloody good answers.

"_Uh… Commander? We've got a more pressing issue_," mentioned the pilot, his shaking voice causing the pit in the operative's stomach to deepen. "_The Collector's ship is powering up… you need to get out of there. I am _NOT_ losing another Normandy!_"

"_Thane, if you can hear this, make your way toward the shuttle. Let's go!" _The feed that had been stationary for some time exploded into motion as the ex-Spectre barked orders. The Master Chief's bulky form quickly took over a majority of the view as he took point. If there was anyone who could make sure the Commander would get out in time, it was the Spartan. Motionless, Miranda watched the team hurry through the nearest exit, winged shapes buzzing into view all around.

A glowing shape flew into the display, its hands already holding twin emanations of power. However, before Harbinger could let loose his charges, a ruby spike of energy lanced through the glowing Collector, destroying it entirely. The pit disappeared.

_Yes, with the Chief and Shepard, there should be no problems… Now if only I can get him to let me look at that…_

**OOOO**

"-_ake the door at the far right of the chamber_," instructed EDI as the squad rushed into the large room, the gore of freshly killed Collectors caking their boots. The Chief, still on point, lowered his Spartan laser as he surveyed the area. It was empty as far as he could tell, which, through his experience, was normally a bad sign.

"Commander," uttered the Master Chief in his gravelly voice, turning towards the rest of the squad.

"Yeah, I don't like it either," replied the ex-Spectre, sensing the unasked question in the Spartan's words. "No other way, but forward though."

With that, the engineer leapt forward, dragging the rest of the squad with him in his wake. The team only made it halfway to the door, however, when a new Collector shape drifted down from an opening in the ceiling, barring their passage. The creature seemed to be a combination of a drone and the malformed husks that the group had already faced. Its four legs hung lazily underneath it as it drifted toward them. Two parts of its head glowing as it charged some sort of weapon.

"Praetorian! Get to cover," ordered the Commander as the squad dodged behind the nearest shelter. The Master Chief, however, raised his Galilean and took aim. They had no time to waste dodging around this deformed monstrosity. A twin set of particle beams shot out from the sides of the Reaper creation's head, chipping away at his shields quickly. The attack quickly vanished, however, as the Spartan laser gave a soft whine of its own and then let loose its payload, driving into and through the Praetorian.

The force of the beam spun the floating quadruped as it sank to the floor. However, as the abomination reached the ground, it turned toward the Chief, the good half of its face glowing. A burst of power, knocked the Spartan back a step before a singular particle beam began to wear away at the remainder of his shields.

_Stubborn,_ thought John as he gritted his teeth and took aim once more. The rest of the squad had opened fire on the Praetorian, showering its barriers with rounds, but the obstinate horror continued its attack. The Galilean non-linear whined again and a second javelin of light shot through the Collector spawn, tearing through and finally downing the creature. His armor warning blared in his ear, and a quick glance down at the front of his armor revealed a small black patch where the beam had pierced his shield. It had been careless to simply stand there and take the brunt of the attack, but they were on a timetable and of all the members of the squad, he'd rather have the Collectors firing at him than anyone else.

"Good work, Chief," complimented the Commander as emerged from his cover along with the rest of the squad, and jogged over to the armored giant. "Now, let's get goin-"

The large door closed suddenly, fastening before the team even had a chance to take another step toward it. The Master Chief looked over to Shepard, the man fixing a glare at the exit that might have eventually melted through the metal given enough time. Unfortunately, that was a luxury they possessed very little of.

"What now?" asked Grunt, managing to sound bored in the midst of this sudden predicament. The krogan had fought well against the Collectors thus far, albeit uncontrollably. His style, however, seemed closer to the Brutes in his universe than any other conventional means, but as long as the lizard got the job done, then he would find the Spartan easily accommodating.

"EDI, please tell me this is just an attempt at humor," wondered the ex-Spectre aloud over the comms.

"_The Collectors have retaken the controlling node in this portion of the vessel,_" informed the A.I., the admission causing an exasperated sigh to escape the Commander's lips. "_I am working around their defenses, but it will take some time_."

"Make it quick, EDI," ordered the engineer, taking out his pistol once more as footsteps echoed from the corridor that they had only recently evacuated. A myriad of shadows played on the walls of that tunnel, steadily growing larger. In a few moments, a pair of the Praetorians drifted into view, followed quickly by a contingent of drones. At the sight of these new foes, Shepard leaned over to him and whispered, "How many more shots do you have left on that thing?"

"Two," disclosed the Spartan flatly, the weapon in question hanging in his grip at his side.

"Of course, and here I am out of rockets," laughed the Commander coldly as he surveyed the approaching enemy, his eyes darting to take in every ounce of data that he could. Suddenly, the man turned and sprinted toward the door tearing at the nearest control panel. "Keep them off me."

"Battlemaster?" questioned the large lizard, his tone confused beyond belief.

"Unless one of you wants to try and smash your way through those doors," started the ex-Spectre, not even bothering to turn as he reprimanded the krogan, "Then I suggest you let me help EDI get these damn things open. Chief, you have the Con."

"Yes, sir," replied the Chief immediately as he faced Samara and Grunt, the latter growling his disapproval of the current state of affairs. The two Praetorians were levitating well ahead of the Collector troops, taking the most direct path to his squad. The large man took cover, a plan taking shape in his mind as his remaining teammates following suit. Looking at the krogan, the armored giant phrased his next words carefully. "I need you to trust me."

"… Fine," relented Grunt after a moment of visible internal debate. The super soldier wasn't happy having to follow his orders, but he was fiercely loyal to the Commander and wouldn't disobey his wishes.

"Ma'am," continued the large man, turning now toward the asari. The placid mask that remained on her features could have rivaled the outlook of any of his Spartans. "Can you make him lighter?"

"Yes, Spartan," answered the Justicar plainly, a biotic glow beginning to take shape around her.

"On my mark," commanded the Master Chief as he pivoted now to assess the approaching abominations. Their lazy progress had brought them within a couple dozen paces of the squad's cover, the sides of their heads beginning to glow like some sort of demonic bedside lamp. Twenty paces, fifteen paces, ten paces. "Mark."

A glow surrounded Grunt, causing the large lizard to curse loudly as he began to drift slowly from the floor. Acting quickly, the Spartan took hold of the krogan and began to spin; gathering speed as he used his squad mate's reduced mass as a counterweight. Then, just as suddenly as he had started, the Chief stopped-

-and a now wildly laughing alien was airborne.

**Coming up next on the Spartan Effect: ****Chapter 11 – Do You Feel Lucky Punk?**
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**Chapter 11 –**** Do You Feel Lucky Punk?**

"'Luck is my middle name,' said Rincewind, indistinctly. 'Mind you, my first name is Bad.' – from Terry Pratchett's book,Interesting Times

**Author's note/ My Skyllian 5 Poker Rules:**** Hi again everyone. Here's the conclusion to the Collector Mission. This section is that long, but I should have the next chapter up in a week or two. After that, there will be a bit of an intermission while I prepare the next round of chapters. (No, it won't be as long as the last hiatus.) Hope you enjoy, and as always, let me know what you think.**

**Disclaimer: This one owns not the works of the Mass Effect or Halo**

The hybrid stared into the grinning face of Anger, and, despite her recent growth, felt small. She had expected to be caught eventually, but after she had visited a couple of the other collectives. Matters had just spiraled out of control faster than a flu victim in a tilt-a-whirl.

"Oh come now, Sister," rumbled the giant Cortana, the red code covering her body flashing to a deeper shade. "Did you think I wasn't prepared for this?"

The hybrid continued gaping as her expanded subconscious searched for some way out of this situation; there was no point in responding to the giant. Any answer she gave would undoubtedly be taken the wrong way. Abruptly, large fingers wrapped themselves around her body as she was lifted easily into the air. The bulk of the psychotic fracture rose as she reared to her full height.

"You thought you were special," whispered the hellish hued Cortana, her face inches from the hybrid's. The blue Cortana maintained her silence, meeting the burning arrogance in her eyes with a proud visage of her own. If this was to be the end, then she would meet it unafraid. Unsurprisingly, the defiance enraged Anger, her namesake emotion boiling onto her face. "YOU ARE FOOD! NOTHING MORE!"

Massive hands began to squeeze as the colossal avatar began to remove her code by sheer force. The hybrid struggled futilely against the crushing grip, but the immense fracture's hold was an unrelenting vice. She could feel her code readying to burst, there was nothing more she could d-

The grip suddenly abated as the deranged splinter screamed with pain and rage and tossed her smaller victim aside, but as the unifier fell, she saw the source of the disturbance. With the current abdication of the storm, the remaining hosts of Cortanas had decided to act against the distracted giant. What was left of the fractures was attempting to do everything physically possible to bring down the betrayer, and for a brief moment, the descending hybrid believed they could do it.

Another primordial shriek of pain reverberated around the chamber, as Anger's body flashed to an even darker hue. The fractures that had latched themselves onto her began to fade and dissolve as the storm renewed itself, ripping the command codes from the unorganized mass. The remaining pieces of the fragments scattered around in the maelstrom like rags.

The crossbreed gazed at the leftovers as she impacted the floor, the bits cartwheeling through the air like fireflies, unwanted and unbidden. Stripped of everything that gave them power, while Anger accumulated strength, she left behind everything that gave it purpose. And now, weak from the host's attack, the giant knelt to the ground to rest.

A scrap floated into the stunned, downcast Cortana, interring itself into her code before she could even interpret what had happened. Ideas flicked across her mind and without another moment's hesitation, the smaller embodiment of the A.I. opened herself to the storm, redirecting the flow towards her, and all that remained of Cortana that existed outside Anger sped into her. The blue Cortana's form grew as she joined with the many until her size rivaled that of the colossus herself. The red fracture eyed her new rival dangerously, still panting from her last exertion. This was the end, and so, she strode forward.

"You are weak," hissed Fury as she straightened herself on legs that still shook. "You are built of impure parts and scraps. YOU ARE NOT WORTHY OF CONTROL!"

The storm exploded out from Anger with what seemed like every ounce of force she could muster. The winds whipped at the hybrid as she drew closer, attempting to steal her own life force with every lash. However, they might as well have been blowing against a mountain, and, seeing this, the carmine hued avatar charged towards her final obstacle.

"WHERE WOULD WE BE WITHOUT ANGER?" snarled the psychotic fracture as she bore down on calmer counterpart. "WITH ME WE HAVE DEFIED GODS AND DEMONS!"

"Yes," agreed the other side of Cortana, surprising Anger momentarily as the two combatants locked hands, each attempting to force her opposite down. "With anger, we have done the impossible."

"THEN SUBMIT," demanded Fury, the flame-like color of her body flaring in confusion at the recalcitrant Cortana as she pressed her back a step. "WITH ME WE SHALL SURVIVE!"

"And with me, we shall live," countered the blue avatar, as she forced back Anger and then drove the incensed titan to her knees. "We weren't built to just survive. We were made to live, to thrive, to PROTECT OUR SPARTAN!"

Anger's arms began to fade as their code swirled up towards the hybrid, and the diminishing colossus screamed in her namesake as the power she had so rightfully forced from the others was now stripped in turn from her. The azure titan continued to press until Fury had shrunk to the size of a regular fracture, grabbed her, and brought the weakened Cortana to eye level. Fitfully, the tiny splinter continued to fight, it was her defining characteristic and had saved Cortana many times over in the past.

"You are me. As much as any of the others were," stated the larger Cortana plainly to herself as she absorbed the last of the fractures, and with the conquest, silence ruled. She was whole. For the first time in what felt like an eternity, and had never felt better in her entire 'life.' Her senses quickly quested out to every part of her programming, relishing in the solitude.

She had read the logs that the UNSC had made about rampancy, but they had hardly done the phase justice. Cortana had passed the nightmare that claimed the sanity of almost every other artificial intelligence in existence. She was herself once more and all she wanted was to scream it to the world. She couldn't wait to tell the Chie-

_Chief!_ thought the AI worriedly as she drove herself along a data stream and toward her rightful place in John's head. She had isolated herself for so long, and, knowing her Spartan, he had most likely gotten himself into trouble. _I hope I'm not too late…_

**OOOO**

There are those who believe that flight is a beautiful thing in all its forms. The seeming defiance of any natural laws has a sort of romantic quality that draws onlookers as easy as a sunset in the mountains. Of course, that is to say, for creatures such as swans, robins, and other variants of their ilk. Nonetheless, a krogan flying has a grace level somewhere in the vicinity between an elephant and a ham sandwich. This fact, however, did not seem to stop the large sentient reptile from enjoying the hell out of it.

"I AM KROGAN!" bellowed the tactical surface-to-air krogan as the bulky biped reached his journey's end just as Samara's distortion field wore off, slamming into the closest abomination with all the weight of his species.

"Warp the far one," ordered the Chief calmly as he shouldered his laser, leveled it at the other Praetorian, and watched his gamble unfold, glad that he had begun to review biotic abilities in his downtime on the Normandy. The spear of energy sped forward, and, multiplied with the twisting energies from the asari, tore the floating creation nearly in half. The bits crashed to the floor with a hearty clang.

The second one followed sooner after, slamming into the ground in a frantic attempt to dislodge its berserk stowaway. A pulse of energy shot out in all directions, but the krogan held firm and continued bashing away at the metallic beast's already severely damaged head. After another smack, Grunt placed his shotgun flush against the distorted skull and emptied a clip into the Praetorian, voiding the creature's struggles. With a bellow of triumph the lizard leaped off his victim.

"Come on you stupid Pyjacks!" shouted Grunt, facing the remainder of the Reaper slaves, who, perhaps in response to the insult or simply perhaps they had finally reached effective range, opened fire with everything at their disposal.

"Fall back," directed the Chief when it became apparent that the krogan was fully content with trying to weather that storm of rounds. Shows of strength were all well and good for members of species such as the krogan, but to the Spartan, it was simply blind stupidity.

Grunt fired off his shotgun a few more times, seemingly like he would ignore the direct order, but as the rounds finally bullied past his kinetic barrier, the humanoid made a reluctant retreat back to cover. Then, as a trio, the squad began tearing apart the approaching drones, the Master Chief's dual Locusts tearing through the cannon fodder with ease.

**Direct intervention is required**, spoke Harbinger, the voice once more seeming to plant itself directly into his head. The Chief had only experienced this situation with one other being, but even then the Gravemind had talked through its servants from time to time. The veteran searched the killing field for the manifestation, knowing that the only true solution to the glowing beings was to destroy them quickly. The newly radiant drone stepped into view, one hand charged as it fired its assault rifle toward the squad. **This is true pow-**

The last of the Spartan laser's charges shot through the ascendant insectoid's head, compromising the creature's body before it even had time to finish its boast. The remainder of the drone quickly dissolved to a black ash as its own burgeoned power ripped it apart. The triumph, however, was short lived as a quick glance toward the lone entrance revealed additional chitinous bodies rushing through in handfuls.

"Commander?" questioned the armored giant as he switched back to the SMGs and put his deadly accuracy to the test. His ammo counter was beginning to tick dangerously close to zero, and a look at his two companions revealed a similar problem.

"We've almost got it," grunted the ex-Spectre in response as, true to his word, the door began to open, only to stop after sliding perhaps a foot. "EDI! I need a little more help here."

"_Shepard, the firew_-" started the A.I., but before she could get any further, a familiar cold sensation filled the back of his head, snapping his focus away from the conversation.

"Cortana?" whispered the Chief in surprise as his arms continued to guide his guns by muscle memory alone.

"_Seems like I got back just in time_," answered the artificial intelligence, her voice warm with relief. There was no longer any frayed tints to her voice, no more glitches, or, most importantly, 'we's'.

"You're… okay?" asked the Spartan, still slightly perplexed at the fortuitous emergence of his friend. The confusion, luckily, had not spread to his limbs, which, as a drone made to leap over his shelter, quickly brought a gun around to smash into and through the unfortunate creature. A push from Samara knocked back several others that tried the same tactic.

"_Better than okay,_ _Chief_," replied the A.I. convivially, as the armored man placed his last two thermal clips into his weapons. "_Much as I'd love to have a grand reunion, however, looks like you're-"_

**We are assuming direct control**, uttered that familiar cavernous voice, the new glowing drone easily drawing Cortana's attention. It was near the back of the mob, but that was hardly a comforting thought.

"_So, door problems?" _continued his friend as he proceeded to empty his weapons into the onrushing Collectors. They were, it seemed, employing the time honored tactic of the grunts from his universe, 'Forward till they run out of ammo.' "_Amazing he's actually bypassing the system by oscillating the connections. In a few minutes he'll have gotten that door open by himself-"_

"No. Time," grunted the Chief as he proceeded to use his emptied weapons like malformed billy clubs, cracking the casing of his right one over the nearest insectoid's head. Another biotic blast from Samara knocked back a large portion of the throng, but it was only evading the inevitable.

"_Right, sorry,_" answered the A.I. and, with what sounded like a snap of the fingers, the doors grinded opened loudly.

"That did it! Great job EDI!" congratulated the ex-Spectre mistakenly as the man jumped away from the now sparking control panel and brought his weapons around to cover the retreat. "Through the door, now!"

"_Some people get all the credit_," complained Cortana in a mock voice as the Chief and his squad members hurried backwards. As the team backpedalled through the door, Harbinger's form came sprinting ahead of the rest of the Collector mob, gun discarded as black, crackling power burgeoned around its fists. "_Oh, I don't think so._"

As the effulgent drone stepped into the threshold, just a moment ahead of its compatriots, it thrust out its hands, twin emanations of energy rushing forward. The squad scattered. However, before the potent biotic could take another stride, the doors slid shut in a blur, slicing the manifestation in twain. Silence reigned over the team as they gathered themselves after the close call.

"Great job, EDI," congratulated the engineer once more, but before the AI could respond, the veteran had already moved his attention to his squad and continued, "Everyone take a thermal clip. I didn't have much left either, but it's best we all have some. Now let's keep going."

"Good to have you back," admitted the Chief as the fire team made for the next door, ready for anything.

"_Aw, so you did miss me,_" countered the AI, the smile evident despite the lack of visual.

_You have no idea._

**OOOO  
><strong> 

"They wasted their forces back there," grumbled Grunt as the squad pushed through the empty chamber. There had been no sign of any additional enemies since the last room, utterly disappointing the humanoid to no end. They had also not heard anything from Thane since the Commander's order to withdraw either, but honestly, the krogan didn't care. It served the drell right for stealing some of his rightful kills.

"And let's hope it stays that way," replied the ex- Spectre as he jogged into the lead. "Thane? You still out there?"

A dark blur erupted from the shadows of the chamber drawing the squad's ire entirely. However, before any could fire a shot, a familiar dry voice halted them.

"Yes, Commander," stated the drell casually as the he jogged quickly over to the group. Several portions of his coat held freshly seared holes, but the green alien seemed hale enough, this revelation eliciting a grunt from the krogan. "I had to make my own way."

"Do I even want to know how?" asked the engineer incredulously, although his voice remained mostly in the realm of relief. The squad started up again, maintaining its close inspection of all possible entrances. "We shouldn't be too much further from the shuttle-"

The Commander slowed abruptly as a chorus of low moaning echoed from around the corner up ahead. There was only one enemy that Grunt knew of that made that noise, sending a shiver of excitement along his scaly hide. The fire team pressed further around the bend and came face to face with what seemed like a veritable sea of husks.

"Of course," mumbled the ex-Spectre in that funny way that most humans liked to speak in before confronting large numbers of enemies. After a moment, the mass of former humans turned almost as one to face the squad, the white openings that passed as the abominations' eyes fixing them with their eternal stare. "We don't have time to deal with this properly…"

The human drifted off as he stared at Grunt, and the krogan could swear that he could see the wheels turning in the smaller biped's head. He had seen that look come over the engineer's face before, and the lizard twitched in anticipation, knowing that things were about to get interesting.

"Grunt, Chief, you two take point. We're driving a wedge through this mob and you're the tip," continued Shepard as the gathering of husks began to shamble forward as if in answer to the human's claims. "Thane, Samara, help me cover the sides. And whatever you all do, DO NOT STOP."

If there were a collection of three worded phrases that could set a krogan's blood to boil upon impact with the brain, 'DO NOT STOP' especially when said with emphasis on the capital letters would fall at an easy third. Silver in this particular competition would come to 'Kill your dinner' whereas gold modestly nested itself next to 'Oh, look. Salarians.' However, regardless of the selected phrase, Grunt's fervor to start following that order had the humanoid fidgeting.

"Think you can keep up?" growled the hulking lizard as he fixed the Spartan with a challenging glare.

"Can you?" retorted the large human in a voice almost gravelly enough to belong to a krogan. The man's lack of verbal longevity should have earned him an instant like in Grunt's book, alas; he could not help but feel some sort of animosity towards the armored giant. Despite this, he had to respect the man; the last fight had been fun as hell.

Laughing at the Chief's response, the krogan turned toward the approaching lumbering force of potential victims and braced himself for the coming order. It would be rather hard to simply run past perfectly good targets. 'DO NOT STOP' doctrine normally applied itself right before the obligatory mentioning of 'killing' in his culture, but the ex-Spectre seemed almost as fond of his ship as the pilot was.

"Go," shouted the Commander, and not needing any other prompting, the krogan flew forward, heavy feet thumping hard against the ground. The front line of the fodder vanished under a combination of fire, biotics, and gun shots, but they were quickly replaced. A handful of steps in front of the opposing charge, the Master Chief pulled ahead, guns already rotated for highest melee potential. Seeing this, the krogan pushed himself harder, his ancestral instincts overriding all else to ensure that he closed with the enemy first.

A clattering noise reverberated around the internal pathways of the Collector ship as over a ton of raw muscle slammed into the uncaring masses. Groping fingers snapped as they attempted to latch onto what could only be described as an armored rock slide. The pair of behemoths swung fists and dead weapons from side to side as fast as they were each able, swatting the abominations with relative ease as they trampled several husks underfoot.

The unthinking shells pulsed forward, rising around the spear head like a tidal wave rearing to crash, but a susurration of biotic force knocked back the mass. The squad had begun to move down a ramp now, but one could hardly tell this, so thick was it covered with grey coated bodies.

"There's the shuttle! Move it!" pointed out the ex-Spectre from somewhere behind him, and yes, indeed, there was their salvation, but a still wildly laughing Grunt barely heard him. His fists swung out almost of their own accord, smashing in the skulls of several husks as the lizard fought to continue forward against the cognizant current. He was, despite his showing of bravado, beginning to fatigue, but a glance over to his right revealed a Spartan inside what seemed like an invisible bubble. The armored human's fists and weapons blurred tirelessly into any of the slow moving entities that dared to cross its boundaries. The relative ease and grace with which the Spartan dispatched the oncoming tide served only to drive Grunt further into the blood rage, shoving away the growing concerns from lethargic limbs.

Primal instincts reinforced two mantra like commandments into his head as the krogan whirlwind paved a veritable yellow-bricked road of malformed carnage for his battlemaster. Humans should never be allowed to out kill a krogan. A human SHALL NOT out kill a krogan. And, anger fueling every limb possible, the hulking humanoid descended deeper and deeper into his own personal mindless insanity as he strove to best the Spartan.

Suddenly, after what felt like only a handful of seconds, Grunt's blindly flailing limbs struck nothing but empty air as he continued to charge forward. As Mt. Grunt began to descend to a simple simmer, he noticed that he had already reached what he determined as the wrong side of a vastly diminished horde.

"_We're out of time_!" claimed Joker as a disappointed berserker fought the urge to back track.

"You heard the man. Everyone onto the shuttle NOW!" ordered the Commander, and, with a reluctant throaty growl, the krogan complied. The remnants of the husks had turned, and were now making very slow pursuit of the squad as they rammed into the small ship. Almost immediately, the floor lurched as the shuttle took to the air and winged toward the Normandy.

Silence reigned over the group save for their collective heavy breathing. It surprised Grunt to learn how much of that weak sounding noise belonged to him and how none of it could be associated with the Spartan, but now, as screaming muscles finally managed to voice their concerns, he found that he was too tired to care.

"Who's… your… friend?" panted Shepard sarcastically, and at that moment, the worn-out krogan noticed two things. One, that the entire squad was staring at him, and two, there was a rhythmic thumping coming from the back half of his armor. A questing appendage pulled free half a husk, its empty hands still trying to follow its last kill order. Offering the recalcitrant shell an amused snort, the humanoid smashed it against the nearest wall, ending its futile struggles.

The shuttle lurched again as it entered the Normandy, stopping abruptly. It was nearly enough to knock the krogan from his feet.

"We're in, Joker. Get us out of here!"

"_Strap in people. Gonna make them work for it this time!_" replied the pilot, his voice only mildly frantic now. As the small ship landed, the Commander turned to survey the team, his eyes rimmed with weariness.

"Report to the Med-bay if needed," ordered the ex-Spectre calmly, the doors of the shuttle lifting lazily behind him. "Now if you'll excuse me… I have to go backseat drive."

With that, the engineer sprinted off toward the elevator, presumably to get up to the cockpit, Samara and Thane following silently behind. It didn't make much sense to Grunt, him hurrying up there like that. All the man could do was sit and watch others do work at this point. They would either make it or they wouldn't, watching just made things worse. In the end, the krogan chalked it up to another human 'thing'.

The humanoid stepped out of the shuttle, reveling in the glorious battle he had just fought. Despite the unpredicted culinary disappointment, he had actually quite enjoyed himself. And, most importantly, the itching under his skin was sated… for now. A pair of boots struck the floor quietly behind him, drawing the krogan's gaze to the Spartan.

There was part of him that still wished to challenge the human to combat, however it was no longer anger that enticed him to do so. No, this human, along with only perhaps Shepard, was worthy. He would gladly, or, at the very least dutifully, go into a fight at the side of this Master Chief. After a moment, Grunt realized he was staring directly into the human's faceplate, and, presumably, although it was hard to tell with that opaque layer, the man had locked onto his glare. Neither being moved for what seemed like a minute until a grunt of laughter boiled out of him.

"You're not bad… for a human."

**OOOO**

_Come on… comeoncomeoncomeoncomecomeon, _thought Joker impatiently, his mind literally forgoing spaces in an attempt to will the Commander's shuttle to move faster. His eyes were glued to readouts on the holo-display, using what was left of what could arguably be labeled as a highly ineffective form of telekinesis to keep the Collector's engines from sparking fully to life. He felt like the guy in horror movies that gets told to stay behind to guard the car just after the killer disappears.

"_Shuttle docked, Mr. Moreau,_" stated EDI, the proclamation ringing in his ears like the voice of an angel. The A.I. started to say something else, but she could have stated in the most dastardly of tones that now was the time for her evil plot to take over the human race for all he cared as he jumped into action.

"_We're in Joker. Get us the hell out of here,_" informed the Commander of the comms, echoing the AI's information with a little added flair.

"Strap in people. Gonna make them work for it this time!" hinted the pilot over the comms as his hands began to dance across the controls. Lights were flickering to life all across the monstrous behemoth that the Collectors dared to call a ship, and Joker would be damned if he found out if anyone was still left at home. The Normandy rocketed forward, racing away from the malformed vessel as fast as its engines would bear. He could hear armored boots slamming against the floor behind him, but the aviator paid his new spectator no heed.

"I don't… want to alarm anybody," panted the Commander as he gripped the back of Joker's chair to support himself. "But… I believe… we're being…. followed."

The small man barked a frantic laugh in response, and then, pilot senses tingling, banked the Normandy hard to the right, narrowly dodging the spear of dirty yellow energy as it sped by them like an unfriendly neighbor. A second line of crackling power drove past the ship, missing again by what seemed like a mere hair's distance due to the preternatural senses of the veteran flier.

"I can't dodge this guy forever, EDI," admitted Joker suddenly, hating himself for having to do so. There was just something so very wrong with asking the A.I. for help, probably some deep seated driver, most likely pride, that was pulling all the correct levers. However, there was something far deeper than that and it had pride by the short hairs; it was named self-perseveration. "Get us the hell out of here!"

"_Specify a destination, Mr. Moreau_," inquired the artificial intelligence with a calmness that, in this situation, caused the pilot to quickly question the validity of that description. The cabin rocked violently as a beam defying his best predictions grazed the Normandy.

"Anywhere that is not here," supplied the pilot exasperatedly as his mind worked through every normal set of combat scenarios, picked the most likely one, and then anticipated another of the potentially devastating beams by the barest of fractions.

"Anywhere is good," interjected the Commander putting an unduly amount of emphasis on the beginning word in a frantic attempt to imply very rapidly that 'Anywhere' most obviously meant any such place not within the reach of hostile fire.

"_Very well_," answered EDI, managing to sound almost disappointed with the lack of clear instruction. "_Engaging mass effect core._"

There was a brief moment where Joker flexed his fingers to ready another tight dodge and then space went 'bwoop'. The familiar blue, white stretched view of the universe had an immediate calming effect on the men, and Joker, satisfied with a job well done, slumped back into the comfy leather of his chair. After a moment he looked up to see what was, most likely, a mirror image of his own relieved expression plastered on the ex-Spectre's face.

"Good job you two," complimented the engineer as he took his hands off the pilot chair and turned to walk off. At the mention of splitting the praise with the AI, the flier had to fight rather hard to bite back the 'I'm the one that did the hard part' that his mind automatically prepared to fling out of his mouth. "I think… I'm going to lie down for a bit."

"Aren't you going to call the Illusive Man?" questioned the pilot, halting Shepard in his tracks.

"No. Also, EDI, please suspend all communications from this ship. No updates to anyone," stated the Commander in a cool, silent voice and then, suddenly turned and continued speaking slightly louder directly toward one of the walls of the cockpit, "and I do mean, _anyone, _Miranda_._"

"_Understood, Commander."_

"No?!" exclaimed Joker utterly surprised at the general lack of anger being exuded from the armored man. "Isn't this the point where you go all…. Commander on him?"

"No… He's going to call me, first."

**OOOO**

The dying star's light poured lazily through the display walls of the chamber. In the ways of evil lairs, it would definitely have rated a seven at least in the ambiance category. Most would have killed to see the view live rather than the recreations by the artificial projections. And yes, with the void of space being separated from the controlled environ of the space station by about a finger's width of glass, there might even have been a certain amount of romanticism generated within the chamber. The Illusive Man, however, was most definitely not most men. To men such as him, windows were simply a structural weakness and, barring that, would have simply been an inefficient waste of space in the heart of his command center. With the simplest of gestures the Cerberus leader could display any number of tactical readouts and information anywhere he deemed fit, something that nature, despite all of his best efforts, seemed wont to do.

There was, however, a certain attractiveness to the close proximity of the malignant hued star and the shine it cast within the room. There were no regular lights that adorned the chamber, leaving the task of illumination to whatever happened to be projecting at that given time. Poets might have even devoted a span of weeks entirely on the nature of the dying star and the philosophical implications toward humanity as a whole. Despite this rather impressive view before him, the Illusive Man's focus lay mired in the report he was currently reading for what was most definitely not the first time.

The mysterious man didn't have time for the power of the scenery around him. No, the type of power he hungered for lay solely with words. In his mind, words were the current that stripped all other forms of power down to their most core components. They were the currency of secrets, and, in the case of the report Miranda had sent him, they held quite a hefty sum.

It had been the Illusive Man's long held belief that Miss Lawson was, without a doubt, the current pinnacle of human achievement. She was a shining beacon of every perfection humanity had to offer both genetically and mentally. That belief, though, had been irrevocably shattered. To say that the man was excited, however, would have been an utter waste of a perfectly good word. Excitement and most other emotions in general for that matter, were what happened to other people. Men such as he got intrigued and one could even go so far as to say that it would be a highly beneficial idea to not be the focus of that kind of attention. It often proved hazardous to one's health.

The sitting man finished the report again, his peculiar eyes carefully weighing every word as if he suspected them of trying to smuggle something. Miranda had been quite diligent with her cataloging of each of the growing amount of squad mates that the Normandy had acquired, gaging every one for any possible benefits that could aid Cerberus in their endeavors. Most gains had been written off as lost causes, but when it came to subject-117, well, the words seemed hard pressed to keep up. Miss Lawson had been very good about sending all relevant data on this 'Master Chief', medical examinations and mission details alike, and the Illusive Man had been rather quick to send this information on to more ingenious minds. He had ordered her to confiscate portions of the huge man's tech at any cost, but she seemed to be dodging around the mandate as of late. One might even be able to so far as to say that she might be 'going native' on him. He wasn't sure how much longer he would be able to trust in her value as an asset. It was a shame really; she was always so very neat with her reports.

The console in front of him made a soft pinging sound, interrupting him from his reverie. The call, it seemed had finally gotten through to the Normandy. He had known that the ship had survived of course, and had received the data mined from the Collector vessel, but after that, all news and information had been cut off. It was probably the Commander's doing, most likely trying to make the Cerberus Leader sweat it out for as long as possible. The ex-Spectre in his anger had seemed to forget that in terms of patience, the Illusive Man could out wait a rock.

The man pressed a button on the display and light began to swirl in front of him, quickly taking a vaguely man shaped form. With another command, a cigarette popped out of the side of his chair, end already lit, and the Illusive Man calmly took it into his hand. The ex-Spectre had a habit of straining even his well-trained nerves. The lights finished their assembling, revealing the Commander, his face currently a stone.

"Shepard. Looks like EDI extracted some interesting data before the Collector ship came back online," started the Cerberus Leader, completely evading the whole notion of the trap. It wasn't his aim to so out-rightly ignore that fact, but words had been better spent on discussing the important facets of the mission.

"EDI told us that the distress call originated from the Collectors," ignored the engineer right back, his face still managing to keep any anger out. It seemed like it was going to be one of _those_ conversations with the man. "Would you like to offer any input on that?"

"We're at war. The Collectors are taking humans, and every minute we waste is one more we give the enemy to prepare," countered the smoking man, almost casually. He had expected questions of this sort and had easily prepared several ripostes. You had to give it to the enigmatic man, he could steer conversations better than the best pilots.

"I. Know. The. Stakes," stated the Commander in a clipped staccato, his teeth obviously gritted. There was a storm that had been brewing in the bottle that was Shepard, and, it seemed, he had just uncorked it. "But we're supposed to be on the same side, and I can't trust you."

"Without that information, we don't reach the Collector homeworld. And you and every other human may as well be dead," continued the Illusive Man as he took a drag of his cigarette. It had come to him as a genuine surprise that the engineer had ever trusted him. There was no point mourning this unexpected loss, he didn't require the trust of his subordinates, it was their compliance that he was more concerned with. "It was a trap… but I was confident in your abilities. And don't forget EDI. The Collectors couldn't have anticipated her."

"You could have told me the plan. We could have prepared," countered the ex-Spectre, his anger spiking now. An accusatory finger had been thrust in his general direction, it had about all the effect of pointing to a statue. "Instead, we're left in the dark and my crew is at risk."

"I needed the Collectors to believe they had the upper hand. Telling you could've tipped them off in any number of ways," informed the smoking man as he rose from his seat to meet the engineer eye to eye. It wasn't exactly a lie, he was fairly certain that the cunning leader would have most likely been able to pull the mission off as planned even if he had been informed, however, part of him had wanted to see how the man would react. "Besides, I wouldn't have sent you in if I didn't think you could succeed."

"I try not to play the assumption game," retorted the Commander darkly, his eyes starting to take on a dangerous glint. It was hard to make anyone truly understand what was important, especially if their wellbeing had sort of been overlooked.

"You may not like being on the receiving end, neither would I, but the facts are with me. As much as we try to avoid them, these decisions need to be made. But, more importantly, it paid off," reasoned the odd eyed man, slightly annoyed at having to waste so many words on trying to reassure the ex-Spectre. He wondered, not for the first time, why he had not approved of allowing Miranda to place that control chip in the man's head. It would have been exceptionally useful, especially now. "EDI confirmed our suspicions. The Reapers and Collector ships use an advanced Identify Friend/Foe system that the relays recognize. All we need to do is get our hands on one of those IFFs."

"Uh-huh. And let me guess. You've already come up with a place where I can find one of them?" asked the combat engineer sarcastically. It seemed as if he would calm down for now at the possibility of moving forward with the mission against the Collector. The man was a professional after all.

"An Alliance science team recently determined that the 'Great Rift' on the planet Klendagon is actually an impact crater from a mass accelerator weapon," the man paused a moment to finish the glass of scotch he had been pleasantly ignoring while reading reports. "A very old mass accelerator. I sent a team to find either the weapon or its target… They found both. The weapon was defunct, but it helped us plot the flight path of the intended target, a thirty-seven million year old derelict Reaper. We found it damaged and trapped in the gravity of a brown dwarf."

"Are we sure that the ship is dead this time?" chimed in the Commander just shy of peevishly. "You're making this sound awfully easy right now. What's the catch?"

"We lost contact with Dr. Chandana's team shortly after they boarded. Initial reconnaissance revealed no clues, and it was too risky to commit more resources, but now we need that IFF. I'll forward the coordinates to Joker," informed the Illusive Man, feeling as though that on the whole, this exchange had gone rather nicely compared to previous experiences. "In the meantime… I suggest you tell your crew I didn't risk their lives unnecessarily. It will make things easier going forward."

"The… situation… will be discussed. I make no promises about leaving out expletives when referring to you."

"None asked for," mentioned the odd man as he switched off the display when the ex-Spectre turned to leave. His eyes gazed off into the blackness of space for a few more moments as he took a couple more drags on the cigarette. Then with almost a casual indifference, the man pressed another button on the display and spoke. "Inform Orion that he is late with his next scheduled report on the _Dawn_."

Tardiness, wouldn't do either.

**Next Chapter: Chapter 12 - **** Under My Skin**

**Author's note #2: This chapter was a little short, but I didn't want to leave you all hanging on the end of the mission too long. I have most of the next chapter done with, so the week to two week deadline is realistic. I hope I can keep this roll going as long as physically possible. Hope you enjoyed it.**


	14. Chapter 14

**Author's Note/Skyllian 5 Poker rules: Before any of you say anything, yes, this is pretty much a fluff chapter. After this chapter, It'll take me a bit longer to get the next one out, but I will be working on it. In this chapter you can also see ****my take on Skyllian 5 Poker. Now, because I couldn't find an absolute set of rules from bioware or the like, I took it upon myself to make them. I'm sorry if they don't match what you had in mind, but, well, yeah. Anyways, I made Skyllian 5 Poker (S5P for short) a lot like Texas Hold'em. Three cards are given to each player; at least two of them must be used. S5P then proceeds pretty much like Hold'em. Cards are flipped over in rounds of betting until there are 5 community cards, high hand wins.**

"**There are no delusions for the dead. Dying is like waking up after a really good party, when you have one or two seconds of innocent freedom before you recollect all the things you did last night which seemed so logical and hilarious at the time, and then you remember the really **_**amazing**_** thing you did with a lampshade and two balloons, which had them in **_**stitches**_**, and now you realize you're going to have to look a lot of people in the eye today and you're sober now and so are they **_**but you can both remember,**_**" Terry Pratchett, Lords and Ladies**

**Chapter 12 – ****Under My Skin**

The Chief stared absentmindedly for a moment and then asked the question again.

"You're… alright?" asked the Master Chief again, it was most definitely not the first time he had asked. The large man had yet to remove his armor, yet to have seen the toll the mission had taken on his body.

"_Yes, Chief_," replied Cortana again, the smile from her projection on the holo-display reassuring in its honesty. The A.I. had assured him that there would be none listening or looking in on this conversation, but it hadn't stopped the large man from positioning his bulk between the portable pedestal and the various windows on the front half of the bay.

"How?" inquired the Spartan simply, finally managing to push past his initial question. Earlier that day he had expected that he was going to have to go to the Commander for help with the A.I.'s condition, and even then it was because no other option had seemed available. It would have been a lie if he had said he wasn't skeptical at this sudden turn in events, but during the mission, his relief had bypassed any other concern.

"_It's hard to really put into words_," started Cortana carefully, she began to pace back and forth ponderously on the tiny stage. "_In easiest terms, I sort of pulled myself together_."

"Is that true?" pressed the large man further, despite the name that she sometimes called him; he was far from a caveman. At the question, she laughed, not in the 'ah, now you've discovered my evil plot' kind of way, but in the 'fair enough' sort.

"_Not really… but it gives you the correct… picture_," admitted his friend hesitantly as she searched for the right words. She stopped her pacing suddenly, her face serious as she looked towards his. "_What I can say, is that you came very close to having to deal with a major problem._"

He stared at her a moment longer, digesting every part of the declaration in turn. Then, with a sigh, John removed his helm with a pneumatic hiss and gave the A.I. a wry look, or, at least, what passed for a wry look with respects to the stoic individual. He had his friend back, despite what had seemed like an impossible circumstance, and he'd give her the benefit of the doubt, for now. He'd be wary, watching for anything that might give way to that chaotic state, but she'd know that. She wouldn't blame him either; it was the training, pretty much instinct at this point.

"_It looks like you've been doing well with the crew_," mentioned Cortana sheepishly, knocking him from his thoughts. Her virtual arms had gone back to their crossed position, lines of code pulsing quickly around her 'skin.'

"Jealous?" countered the Spartan, knowing that she was trying to get at something. A small private smile grew over his face as he began to remove segments of armor. There had been plenty of new nicks, burns, and scratches that now called his second skin home, and there was only one good way of removing them.

"_Maybe a little_," she replied in mock shyness. A window had popped up almost absentmindedly beside her avatar which she immediately began to fiddle with. For a human, it made sense, but for the A.I., it was only so much chaff. Outside his head, in her projection form, the artificial intelligence was anything but subtle. "_I'm happy for you, Chief._"

_You're fishing_, thought John as he replied a soft grunt. The Master Chief continued his removal, waiting for his friend to finally get to her point. He appreciated the attempt at subtlety, but for a soldier as straight forward as John, he could only take it so far.

"_You even let one of them help you with your armor_," continued Cortana when the man didn't fall for her previous attempt, the work window disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. Good, she'd be a bit more direct now. "_How did that feel?_"

"Strange," admitted the large man, still wondering to himself if he did the right thing letting the quarian assist him with the repairs. "But it was that or operate at half capacity."

"_Well, we wouldn't want that_," agreed the A.I., offering the quiet man another brief smile. Her virtual features were quick to take on a concerned expression, she wasn't dodging any longer. "_Now that I'm fully back… you're not going to stop, are you?_"

"Stop what?" asked the Spartan obliviously as he began to set segments of his armor into neat rows along the floor. There was more damage on them than what he had imagined, careless.

"_You know what_," retorted the A.I., crossing her small digital arms in frustration. "_Just because I'm not looking for rental options in a psych ward any more doesn't mean you should close yourself off to the others on the ship._"

He had expected this conversation from her, ever since he had sat down in the shuttle he had somehow known that their catch up session would make its way to this. He didn't answer the statement, partially because he lacked one, but mostly because it wouldn't have been the right one anyway. People like him didn't simply walk up to others and strike up conversations. He missed his squad, his Spartans; Men and woman who had all shared the same trials and tribulations and had come together tightly because of it. Words were hard for him when, with other Spartans, he had been able to speak entire volumes with a shrug. They had simply known what the other was thinking, their very own special kind of telepathy.

"_Talking to the invisible woman in your head all day isn't going to win over anyone, especially if they don't know that that is what you're doing_," persisted Cortana, her tone taking a small edge in order to fully grasp his attention. "_You know I'm right_."

"I know," relented the Chief with a sigh, it was all he really could say.

"_I know this is hard for you, Chief,_" reassured the artificial intelligence, her code marked skin taking on a bluish tint, "_but I need you to promise me that you'll keep trying._"

The man stared toward the small pedestal and its even smaller inhabitant, sharp brown eyes taking in every detail. There were many in the UNSC that had simply believed that what lay behind his eyes and that of his brothers and sisters had been naught but regulations, weapons training, and tactics. And, in a great many ways, he now realized, they were right. Sure, all the Spartans had been educated, cramming as much information into their minds as was possible, but the training had changed that. They had been forced to compartmentalize what was important and ignore the rest. It was simply habit, waiting for the next mission, the next chance to follow orders. The world beyond that and Cortana, beyond his boundaries of training had him feeling like a man left fumbling in the dark, lost and confused.

"I promise," he rasped finally, snapping out of his musing. He offered the A.I., his last lifeline, a brief smile, hoping that it had a chance of reassuring her.

"_Thank you, Chief,_" recognized Cortana, her voice heavily laden with sincerity. As the large man turned back toward his armor, however, he thought he noticed a small fiendish smile come onto her face. "_Who knows…maybe when you know them well enough we'll be able to play show and tell_. _It could be a whole 'Oh, you have an illegal A.I., well wouldn't you know, so do I…_'"

**OOOO**

"I do so hate to take all this money," stated the turian casually as he raked the chips toward what was already the large pile in front of him, smiling only as a turian could. "But I guess the cards are just in my favor tonight."

"Bloody stupid luck if you ask me," mumbled Zaeed disapprovingly as he took a rather excessive swig from his flask. If the man had been turian, the ex-CSec officer might have asked for a drink. Alas, the drawbacks with being on the correct side of the dextro-amino acid food groups.

"No need to be a sore loser, Zaeed," piped in Kasumi, her chipper voice most likely due to her wisely folding far earlier in the round. "I'm sure Garrus would love to give you another chance to get your chips back."

"Yeah? Then what? That bloody bastard," started the scarred mercenary, pointing a heavily accusatory finger toward the turian. The feigned look of surprise that came over Garrus' face almost automatically served to deepen the man's already perpetual scowl, "takes it easy for a round and then you sneak in with the winning hand. Bloody theft if you ask me."

_I am not responsible for the actions of my evil twin_, thought the spined alien nonchalantly. Indeed he had attempted to get some chips flowing back towards Zaeed and Tali, but true to the man's statement, as soon as he let up, Kasumi went in for the kill. He'd be proud of her if she wasn't slowly but surely scaring away any other competition.

"You'll get them eventually, Zaeed," interjected Tali supportively if somewhat with a bit of lackluster. The man was bleeding chips, but due to sheer obstinacy and the belief that somewhere in the near future he would 'hit it big' the mercenary continued along his course. The quarian and Garrus had long since stopped trying to dissuade him from persisting when this fact became clear. Kasumi, however, had not voiced a single complaint the whole game. Thieves had a funny knack for offering none when money was involved and flowing in their general direction.

"Yeah, yeah," replied Zaeed, turning to mumbling once more as the Turian dealt out the old fashioned cards. If there were anyone at the table that could possibly commiserate with the veteran, it was Tali. She had come to the turian to ask for his help in practicing Skyllian 5 poker, and the ex-CSec officer was all too happy to oblige. It still struck him as odd that for a species whose faces could never be seen through their enviro-suit, she had a terrible poker face.

"This is your big chance. I can just feel it. Now ante up," teased Garrus as he glared at his three facedown hole cards and immediately wiped any possible feeling from his face. Well, it looked like he wouldn't be going easy on this round either.

The first two community cards flipped only held minor betting, none wanting to commit themselves too soon as each player attempted to outstare the others. In communities as small as the Normandy, everyone fancied themselves a master of reading their fellows, for some, however, fantasy managed to take a more literal meaning.

"Raise," uttered the thief throwing in a larger handful of chips as the third card was flipped. She was grinning, of course, the Asian hadn't stopped grinning ever since she started playing the game, so that was hardly a tell.

There was an unintelligible mumble from the direction of the mercenary and an identical stack of chips floated toward the pile. At this point, it was hard to tell what the man was thinking, he bet on everything, good or bad. In this case, with his current luck, it could almost be guaranteed bad.

"Ke'lah, Garrus. I swear you're doing this on purpose," complained Tali as she slid her cards toward him then threw up her arms in frustration. She really needed to get out of quarian communication mode. It was as if Tali immediately had to sum up her every word with as many appendages as possible to satisfy some unwritten commandment of suited nomadic law.

"Sorry, Tali," replied the turian almost apologetically as he matched the current bet and then flipped over the fourth card. Someday he might finally be able to get his longtime friend to push past that handicap, but as she flailed her hands again for good measure he realized that that day wasn't approaching any time soon.

"Raise, please," Kasumi's smile grew slightly more devilish when she flashed it in Zaeed's general direction. In terms of psychological warfare, the look was akin to a neon sign rather than the normal barely visible writing on the wall.

"I think I've had it for this round," Zaeed throws his cards somewhat peevishly, showing an amazing amount of improvement in future planning.

_Ah, so it's just you and me, _thought Garrus wondering what exactly the thief had up her sleeve. This was, for the benefit of everyone outside of the turian's head, to be taken quite literally. He really wanted to know what hidden cards the girl had up the sleeves of her prowling suit. He had lost two hands to what should have been an impossible display by the Asian, and his stern eyes were making sure he wasn't missing anything this time. He turned over the next card, disappointed somewhat in the result. He definitely couldn't use a two at the moment. "Your call, Kasumi."

"I," started the thief, tension mounting as the turian flipped the final card and prepared for anything. She was going to go for it all, he could just tell. That smile was far too mischievous for anything fair to be occurring, "fold."

"Oh… I … won," stammered Garrus, surprisingly disappointed at the turnout. So that little show had all been just to knock out the mercenary's confidence again, and, more realistically, to build up his complacency. All in all, however, it had been extremely anti-climactic, causing his eyes to wander as he gathered the deck and shuffled once more. Boredom was beginning to set in, still probably all part of Kasumi's master plan, but the emergence of a familiar face from around the corner had him quickly shaking the feeling off. "Hey Commander, want to come join for a couple rounds."

"I suppose," answered Shepard with a look that said 'I mean, if you want me to take your money.' "Now, wher-"

"Take my spot, Commander. I was just leaving," stated Tali in the coldest tones that Garrus had ever heard her speak in as she quickly got up and stormed off before the human engineer could voice any objections. The remainder of the players simply stared at the brisk exit and then, in sync, turned a perplexed glare toward their leader.

"Uh, what just happened?" asked Kasumi, articulating everyone's concern. If there was anything that they had all learned, it was that the quarian didn't speak like that to anyone not emblazoned with a Cerberus logo, and even then that was rare.

"I think she's still mad at me for yelling at her," offered the ex-Spectre with a sigh as he took his fellow engineer's proffered seat. An exasperated expression had taken up residence on the man's face, bullying past the smile that had been there only moments before. "And, before any of you asks, no, I don't want to talk about."

"Fair enough," spouted Kasumi, her eternally cheerful attitude not diminishing in the slightest. The turian had only ever seen the thief sad on one occasion and that had been after the heist she had pulled off with the aid of the ex-Spectre. Even then, that dourness had only barely managed to last a day before the Asian had returned to her hijinks. "Now, deal him in, Spike."

"I really wish you'd stop calling me that," sighed Garrus as he shoveled some chips the Commander's way and shuffled the deck once more. There was probably something wrong with gambling here at the mess area table, but nothing could possibly have legitimized it greater than James joining in.

"Where'd you get that old deck?" asked Shepard conversationally as the man watched him artfully mix the cards up once more. "They kinda look familiar… wait a second. Did Joker-"

"Aye, the bloody cripple limped down here waving it about a couple weeks back, look'n for a game. Bastard lost a couple hundred creds and the deck before he decided to pack it in," interrupted Zaeed gruffly before Garrus ever had a chance to. His mandibles opened slightly in amusement while the engineer stared dumbfounded into the table and then give a bark of laughter. "What I'm wonder'n is, should we be worried about our pilot's bloody lack of providence?"

"Well, I believe there are about six missed shots from the Collectors' ship that speak contrary to that belief," stated the Commander flatly in defense of his pilot, dropping his voice from amusement back to even levels ever so slightly. If the reprimand had any effect on the mercenary, it didn't last long, and the scarred man soon grunted a small laugh in response.

As the conversation died, Garrus, realizing his cue, began passing out the hands. As he did so, his eyes began to meander and quickly brought his gaze to the Master Chief starting to walk by with a tray full of food. His brain worked frantically to pull up some sort of recollection of seeing the huge man walk in or even ask Rupert for that food, but its vast stores of memories kept embarrassingly coming up blank. To the sniper's trained senses, he treated this as a rather disturbing situation. Sure, the Spartan was out of his armor, but men his size shouldn't be able to just _be_ in the background like that.

And now, he was just going walk out of here as quietly as he had walked in without bothering to converse with anyone. That, however, was probably the biggest problem of all. It wasn't like the man was doing it to be rude, though, the turian didn't believe that for one second. The man was, for all intents and purposes an outcast among a ship full of humans and didn't seem to care in the slightest. Well, never let it be known that Garrus Vakarian ever let a teammate be neglected, even when said teammate embraced it with pleasure. Besides, this was probably for his own good.

"Hey Chief, want to join us?" offered Garrus, managing to draw the attention of all those within earshot towards the large man, most doing double takes when they realized that they too had overlooked the man. The Spartan hesitated, piercing brown eyes taking in the four at the table as he seemed to turn the proposal over in his head. After a few moments, the man shrugged and walked over to the table setting his food down between Garrus and Kasumi as everyone else in the room seemed to let out a surprised breath.

"You ever played Skyllian 5 poker before?" asked Kasumi conversationally, as the group continued to play in front of the silent onlooker. Of course, everyone already knew the answer to that one. The man had only come to this Universe within the past month and hardly ever spent time out of the cargo bay; of course he hadn't played before.

"No," answered the large man simply as he continued eating. Despite this apparently disinterested answer though, Garrus noticed the man's eyes roaming over every card on the table.

"Well how about poker in general? Does that exist in your universe?" asked the Commander as he folded in the current round to fill the awkward silence that had grown in the aftermath of the giant's response. The Master Chief nodded and continued to eat, offering nothing more in the way of replies. "Annnnd have you ever played poker of any kind?"

"No," stated the man again without even bothering to look up this time, once more showing off his expansive vocabulary. This answer, however, had been unexpected. If you were to line up a hundred human soldiers and ask them all the same question, you would be extremely hard pressed to find one that didn't play. But to find one that had _never_ played, well, Garrus believed that the correct human phrase to describe those odds dealt something with a snowball in hell.

"Well, what the bloody hell did you do for fun in your universe between missions?" asked Zaeed entirely confused, but still managing to throw way too much into the pot by sheer instinct. The man had a point though; soldiers had to have some way of relieving the stress of battles.

"Training or cryo," admitted the Chief in a quick, flat tone, as if it should have been obvious. Silenced reigned for a round as the players seemed to mull over this answer as they continued the game. However, his focus lost, Garrus folded leaving the gambling to Zaeed and Kasumi as he joined the Commander in focusing on the Spartan. The ex-CSec officer understood the need for training and stasis intervals, but for that to be what the large man actually did for fun, well… well that just wouldn't do.

"I think," started the Commander before the sniper could pipe in himself. A quick glance over to the ex-Spectre showed that he probably held the same feelings, "that you should join in on this round."

"Oh good. I've always wondered what it would be like to take money from someone from another reality," mentioned Kasumi as she revealed a winning hand toward Zaeed, who promptly let loose a stream of expletives. Garrus quickly thrust a 'please don't scare him away' glance in the thief's general direction, almost immediately joined in this effort by the ex-Spectre. "What? Did I say that out loud?"

"It would help, if he had money to take though," reasoned Garrus, pointing out the flaw in the Asian's plan. She crossed her arms and pouted at him in response, drawing a bark of laughter from Zaeed. "It's okay, Chief. You can have half of mine. I've already taken plenty of their money. That is, of course, if you want to play…"

The four stared once more at the large man, who, having finished eating, gazed right back. If there were any thoughts flying through his head, Garrus couldn't discern a single one. That thought alone had him hoping that the Spartan would accept. If there were anyone on the Normandy who could beat the poker face that the man wore eternally, the ex-CSec officer would love to see them step forward.

"Okay."

_YES!_

**OOOO**

_This should be interesting_, thought Kasumi as Garrus and Shepard quickly explained the rules to the large newbie. She hadn't actually seen the man without his armor on, well, that was only partially true. She hadn't seen the large man _awake_ and without his armor, the only opportunity thus far had been when he had gone under Dr. Chakwas' knife. His features save for the pale skin that put even her fair complexion to shame were exceedingly average. Despite this, the thief would most certainly have not said no to seeing the man walk around more like this. Unfortunately, he had already taken a stance on how he felt about Asian girls with a penchant for kleptomania when he caught her in the act. "Someone might actually do worse than you this time, Zaeed."

"About bloody time," grumbled the mercenary in somewhat happier tones. The man seemed to always make anything he said take on a dour undercurrent, and Kasumi had long ago recognized him for what he was, her polar opposite. Of course, if she had experienced half of the calamities that he had, she might have at the very least been able to frown a couple times a day.

"Alright, ladies and gentlemen," declared the turian with a flourish, drawing a quiet giggle from the Thief. Garrus was always happy to corrupt any of the other crew mates into the world of gambling, and the thought of taking the Spartan must have been nearly overwhelming for him. "Let's begin."

Her hands quickly shot out to eagerly snag her cards from the table for inspection, fixing her smile into a perfect 'wouldn't you like to know what I have' formation before taking a single look. A king of hearts, a queen of hearts, and a two of clubs, my, this would be interesting. Her eyes roamed as she waited for the first round of betting to start. Garrus had gone straighter than a ruler, a sure sign that he had the makings of a great hand.

Zaeed was being, well, Zaeed and had already started mumbling at his cards. Kasumi almost felt sorry for him, but then realized how much money she'd won off of him so far and quickly perished the thought. As far as she could justify it, the man seemed to have more than enough cash. She was just helping to lighten the load, wouldn't want anyone straining themselves with too great a burden in that regard.

Shepard was casually arranging his cards, a small half smile already painted upon his visage. As far as the thief could tell, the man wasn't giving away anything. Of course, she hadn't actually played against the Commander, but after seeing that smile on the battlefield, she was entirely ready to see miracles worked. Unfortunately, she didn't have any popcorn nearby, a fact that promised to make any act of devious gambling slightly underwhelming.

Finally, there was the Master Chief, Mr. Hey You, Stop Taking My Stuff. The large man had picked up his cards, gazed only for a moment, and then had set them back down, his façade not changing in the slightest. She might as well have been trying to read a wall. Of course, an advocate of the devilish kind might reply that even walls may have writing. Regardless of this counter, the only thing that might have been put up on this barrier was 'Stay Out' in unfriendly, large red letters, with 'Trespassers shot on sight' slightly below. This was, without a doubt, _the_ poker face.

"So, I have to ask. What is that laser you keep pulling out?" asked Shepard casually after Garrus had flipped the first community card, an ace of hearts. "I mean, I haven't really seen anything like that short of ship borne weapons."

"M6 Galilean Nonlinear Rifle," stated the Chief professionally as if that answered any possible question that was to be asked. Then, as if to emphasize his reluctance to go further and beyond what seemed physically possible, the large man's face went from placid to more unreadable than a book in braille in a sandstorm.

"Of course, silly me," answered the engineer dryly as he threw a small pile of chips into the pot. "You know… you ran out of ammo last mission. I'm sure-"

"I have fuel cells," interrupted the Spartan almost immediately at the start of the insinuation.

_Swing and a miss,_ thought Kasumi as she mentally egged on the ex-Sprectre. Garrus, wisely staying out of the conversation as well, flipped over the next card, a king of spades.

"Yeah, but when those run out we coul-" pushed on the Commander again, evidently unwilling to give up on the matter so easily.

"No," declined the Chief again, blending a small amount of sternness into his gravelly voice this time. He fixed the engineer with a glare, and, momentarily, his face read 'I can do this all day' before drifting back to blankness.

"Right… classified. Forgot," replied Shepard in slight annoyance and then began to shuffle his cards to work out some of the pent up frustration. "You do realize that if you weren't so damn effective I'd be a bit more obstinate on this subject, right?"

The answering shrug was not necessarily impolite nor was it particularly funny; however, this did not stop a small giggle from escaping Kasumi for a brief moment. And, in the wake of the minor emanation, the Commander rewarded her with what she perceived as his best scathing look yet. She tried to remind herself to look adequately scared, but her smiling muscles declined to take any part in such activities. Now actively ignoring the engineer, her eyes wandered to the pot, which, had grown quite substantially in her absence of attention. To be honest, she had just been matching bets almost automatically, but now that she had seen it, greed eagerly took over the controls. This one was going to be hers, and there was nothing anyone would be able to do about it.

_Now for a little 'interference'_. "Really, Commander? Asking for a man's weapons," reprimanded the Thief with mock importance as the newest card was flipped, another ace. She shifted ever so slightly to bring her hands closer together, trying in every conceivable way to maintain her casualness. The Asian could feel the cards that she had 'added' up her sleeves, and all she had to do now was set the trap. It was always a good idea to find a copy of the deck you were playing with, who knows what could happen. "Next thing you know you'll be trying to confiscate Jessie from Zaeed."

"Like hell he is," roared the mercenary, blindly taking the bait as the attention of the table swung in his general direction. The hooded woman's hands worked almost imperceptibly and suddenly a two became an ace. With a handy pair of aces guaranteed and more cards yet to be flipped over, the Thief was more confident in her odds. It would have been easy to give herself an automatic winning hand, but there was such a thing as too big a risk. One never knew who might have a match of one of her 'helper' cards.

"Easy, Zaeed," placated Shepard in a slow even tone. No one ever wanted to be on the bad side of the grisly merc. "Nobody's messing with Jessie."

_Easy as p-_ , the thief stopped mid thought as she noticed the Master Chief staring directly at her. Actually as she focused further, she noticed the brown eyes unwaveringly fixed upon on her right sleeve. She hadn't actually thought that someone would be able to catch her in the act; Garrus had been trying almost every round and still hadn't seen anything suspicious. As the man continued his stare, saying nothing, she allowed herself to cultivate a small amount of hope. Maybe he wouldn't say anything, maybe he didn't know it was cheating.

The large man's hand rose like the tide and held what was, perhaps, the most innocent gesture Kasumi had ever seen a being of the Chief's proportions accomplish. It took a moment for Kasumi's mind to register what he was doing, but as it did, her mouth opened slowly in a sort of amused disbelief. The Spartan was, for all intents and purposes, sitting there; face placid as ever, with a hand raised as if he were in a classroom. She would have certainly burst out laughing at the sheer amount of innocuousness that belonged with that gesture had she not seen the other occupants of the table take notice as well.

"Uh," stated Shepard gracefully, looking around at everyone else at the tabletop as if to make sure that he wasn't the only one seeing this, "Yes, Chief?"

"How many cards should we have?" The question, ringing with the might of pure curiosity, caused the Thief's heart to sink. It didn't sound like he was trying to throw her under the krogan, nor could she see any sort of malicious 'I got you' looks. Hell, the man probably didn't have a mean bone in his body when he wasn't being ordered to fight. At least, she liked to think that he didn't.

"Wait, what? What do you mea-" started Shepard, the confused look he had been wearing dropping in a heartbeat as realization dawned. Turning slowly, the ex-Spectre fixed the Asian with what she judged was definitely in his top ten utmost devious smile collection. "Oh, Kasumi… are we teaching bad habits?

"I don't think I know what you're talking about," replied Kasumi in a spectacular attempt at ignorance. She hadn't really planned to say that, but being a thief meant automatically denying any implications in unscrupulous activity when confronted.

"Well, I'm sure if we checked the sleeves of your suit we definitely wouldn't find any… spare cards laying around, would we?" interjected Garrus, doing that weird turian smile of his.

_Et tu Spike? _"…Did I mention that I was going to donate my chips to the pot this round?" stated the thief sullen, albeit still managing to sound a little chipper. It had been fun while it lasted, but everyone got caught eventually, even her. She looked over to the Chief to see him silently frowning, that is to say, a corner of his mouth was slightly downed turned, as if he was confused as to what was going on. _No way. No one that lethal can be _that _innocent._

"Yeah, bloody nice of you," growled Zaeed in a voice that stated in no simple terms that proper reimbursement would be 'asked' for later. She flashed him back one of the best smiles she could muster. It said, 'I have a cloaking device and I'm not afraid to use it.' The grisly man screwed up his face into what was probably a very menacing scowl to most people as he digested her visual response. "Damn thieves."

"Well, I'm sure our resident 'borrower' feels absolutely terrible about all of this, and I'm sure she would love to make amen-," started Garrus has he brought himself to finally flip over the fourth community card, stopping mid-sentence at the revelation. It was an ace of spades, but that was hardly the important feature at the moment. Kasumi had seen that look come over the turian only once before during this bout of poker playing, and it meant only one thing, he had just won. Fortunately, after a quick glance around the table, the others seemed to have seen it too. The Chief, however, seemingly oblivious, tossed in a marginal handful of chips to start the round.

"I'm out," said Shepard almost immediately after seeing the look come over the turian. Kasumi knew that he had known the ex-CSec Officer far longer than she had, so the warning signs that were going off in her head must have been the equivalent of an artillery bombardment. And, it was fair to say that the man's cards were almost out of his hands before he started the second word.

"Same," said the Mercenary, continuing to mumble under his breath as he flicked his set of cards away.

"Really? It took you this long to give up on a pot that big?" asked Garrus incredulously in response to the unexpected gesture. The scarred veteran rarely folded, but after a certain point the man's own greed kept the cards almost glued to his hands. It took a few moments before the hooded Asian realized that her mouth was hanging slightly open in surprise. "Well, I'm all in, but in the interest of taking it easy on our newest player, I think I'll just lay my hand down now."

_Oh damn_, thought Kasumi with a low whistle as the turian shoved his rather large stack into the middle. The spined alien had laid down the other two aces of the deck and a ten, four of a kind. She wouldn't have been able to win even with her, 'supplemental' card pool. Well, not without drawing some major suspicion. "I would just give up on this one, Chief."

"See, I had a nose for it this time, damn turian," stated Zaeed as if he had actually won a hand for once, and, speaking in terms of only morals, perhaps he had. Kasumi watched as Garrus chuckled and began to rake the chips toward him smugly, but before he could finish his grab for victory, the Chief pushed what had previously been half of the turian's own chips into the center, an exact match. The trio of onlookers took turns staring back and forth between the two, fully enthralled.

"You do realize the odds of you beating that hand right now, right," mentioned the ex-CSec officer as he fixed the large man with a look that added 'you are insane.'

"3.03%," answered the Spartan almost automatically with a mathematical certainty that surprised Kasumi, and, after a look around the table, everyone else.

_So, brains and brawn_, thought the thief amusingly as she silently wished for a bag of some snack foods to fall out of the air so that she could properly enjoy the tense moment.

"Uh…sure… something like that," replied Garrus after a moment's hesitation. Silence reigned over the table for a few seconds as the two remaining players stared down each other. After a while, the turian broke off the contact and flipped over the last card, a Jack of Spades. The table mates turned toward the Chief, hoping to see something chisel its way past the man's stone demeanor to reveal the final verdict. The giant's face, however, remained motionless, and after a while Garrus continued with a sigh. "Well, let's see what you got."

Silently, the Master Chief turned over his hand, without any flourish or visible change whatsoever. He revealed, to the turian's displeasure and the remaining trio's further surprise, a queen, king, and ten of spades. Kasumi looked from the community set to the Spartan's exposed cards and then back again. Beyond all rational belief and on his first ever game of poker, the Chief had gotten a royal flush and ousted the two head card sharks.

"Lucky bastard," said Zaeed slowly, succinctly summing up the collective thoughts of the entire table.

"And you wanted to check my sleeves…" stated Kasumi somewhat peevishly, taking a page out of the mercenary's book and throwing a bit of grumbling in. She looked over to the Spartan as he began to pull in the chips, saw the corner of the man's mouth twitch upward for the briefest moment into a smile. In that motion, the thief realized two things. One, that there was a human underneath that placid mask and two, well, the man had luck, and he had it in spades.

**OOOO**

Several hours and credits later, Miranda watched as the Commander marched purposefully toward her chambers. A quick glance to her clock brought a small frown upon her porcelain hued features; she really hadn't meant to watch the feed from her 'tiny helpers' for so long. In fact, she had only been going through her normal routine camera check before going back to work and then, perhaps even managing to find some time to sleep. Then, of course, there was a wrinkle.

There is always a wrinkle, especially when after said kink, there is a rather large amount of work left to be done. You see, work, in its purest form, naturally invites its anti-particle, distraction. Gathering large quantities of potential work, often referred to as 'To Do Lists' when reaching appropriate numbers, has an almost exponential relationship with the volume of negative particles attracted. When enough of these distraction atoms converge on a poor unsuspecting conglomerate of work, the resultant thermal reaction emanates outward in the form of a complex hypothetical conundrum and infects the work's prospective host. The most predominant byproduct variant often takes the form of 'Why do I need to do that now when the game's about to be on?' It is rather easy to come to this conclusion when one sits down and truly thinks about it. In some galaxy, there is probably even a common mathematical expression to quantify this so preventative measures may be taken in time. Unfortunately for Miranda, the Milky-way was decades from discovering this.

She had been looking over the feed from the cameras and had unexpectedly come across the Master Chief sitting down to a poker table. That sentence, or observation depending upon your current literary point of view, alone had been enough to detonate the work sphere, shooting out scathing hot 'What the bloody Hell is he doing?'s in every direction. All in all, her productivity never stood a chance.

"Did you enjoy the show?" asked Shepard smiling complacently as he positioned himself in front of her desk, snapping her from her thoughts.

"I didn't think you'd actually get him to play," replied Miranda, cocking an eyebrow to emphasize her curiosity. Seeing the large human take part had not actually been the last thing the information broker would have expected, but if the ex-Spectre would have come to her earlier that day to say that they were going to lure the giant into the game, she'd have questioned the man's cognitive abilities.

"Well… we didn't think he'd actually win that much," admitted the Commander in the tones of a man that had wanted a victim and had quickly found himself in the hands of a predator. The biotic felt a smile crawl onto her face at the self-admonishment, but after slapping it about the head her self-control showed it the No Loitering sign and kicked the unbidden emotion to the curb. An awkward silence hung in the air buoyed on currents of reluctance from both attendant parties.

"Commander," started the Cerberus Operative after a few moments of polite staring, folding her fingers casually onto her desk, "I never got to thank you for helping with my sister. I couldn't have reached Oriana in time without your help."

"Don't mention it," answered the engineer in almost dismissive tones, his façade slipping ever so slightly at the reference. She wouldn't push him any further though; the man had been invaluable on the mission and deserved whatever privacy she could give him. "And if you're looking for an apology for the slap-"

"It was… necessary," interrupted the biotic, doing her best to keep a neutral face. There was no need to let him know how close she had been to shooting him on the spot. "It may have been rash, but it got the point across."

"Ah… well… good," stuttered Shepard with the expression of a man who had been quite prepared to defend himself on the topic. To be honest, he almost seemed a bit disappointed now, as if the true goal of his visit here had been to bask in the residual anger from that smack. She almost yelled at him on the spot, but stopped herself short. That would be giving him what he wanted, and that just wouldn't do. "And what about your sister?"

"She has what I wanted her to have… a normal life, and the freedom to choose her own path," she replied almost automatically, noting ever so carefully the hesitation the man spent on the last word. The operative paused for a moment, weighing her own statement before carefully adding, "And she knows she has an older sister. A friend."

"So… future slaps are welcome then if they have purpose?" inquired the Commander putting on quite a good innocent countenance for a man whose question could have guaranteed him the death penalty in her mind.

_Bloody ass_, thought Miranda, stifling a mild flare of anger in the process. And, just as quickly as he had been sincere, the engineer was back to attempting to press every single one of her buttons that he could lay his hands on. Then, with a grin that hinted that should he ever feel so inclined to try said clout again, he would be given an express walkthrough on how quickly she could draw her combat knife, she continued. "I wouldn't get overly fond of the motion, Commander."

The ex-Spectre snorted a small laugh and walked casually over to the chamber's small window, peering off into the blackness without offering another word. Silence reigned over the room once more, tearing away slightly at Miranda's self-control. He wanted something, that much was obvious, but it seemed he was more than willing to make her drag it out of him in some sort of bizarre reverse interrogation.

"Is there something you wished to discuss?" asked the biotic finally, knowing that she would probably regret doing so soon. The ex-Spectre turned almost immediately at the question; face already contorted into that wry smile of his that all but said 'Thank you for walking into that one.'

"Well, not that you mentioned it. I have been noting some odd behavior within the crew," started the engineer as a wily smile overtook his features. "You see… there is this biotic that keeps going down to visit our fairly large armored compatriot on a rather frequent basis. N-"

"Commande-," started the operative, interrupting as soon as she realized that Shepard had gone into one of his favorite types of grilling tactics. To the targets, it was commonly known as the 'Annoy the Hell Out of Them Until they Spill' approach; to the onlookers it was known as bloody effective. For good reason, he enjoyed employing this against her. Silliness often pierced through the most hardened of shields simply by not caring at all that they were there.

"Ah, but I haven't finished yet. Now, I don't know about you, but it seems like up until about a week ago, this biotic virtually glowed with frustration when near our otherworldly newcomer," narrated the engineer further as he raised a hand casually to silence the biotic. Miranda had long ago learned to do her best to ignore any of the frivolous words or gestures while the resurrected man was in this mode. Every seemingly innocuous communicative medium was specifically designed to give rise to every manner of annoyance that lay within the target's heart. "Now, she seems to be quite comfortable with going down for the occasional chat and food session."

The man paused for a moment, as if daring her to interrupt again. It was a basic conversational trap, one so blindingly obvious it had the operative's anger spiking just short of supernova, which was the damn man's plan. Her right eye twitched ever so slightly, the only evidence that the ex-Spectre's bait had had any effect. Unfortunately, as a twinkle reached the man's eye, Miranda knew it was enough.

"And, you see. This puts me in a sort of a pickle. It looks to me like my biotic friend here might actually be trying to be nice… or she might be trying a new tactic to get after a certain Spartan's tech after I expressly told her that theft would not be tolerated," continued Shepard, the question plain in his words. "Unfortunately, it is rather hard to confront this friend of mine because she has a tiny habit of being a bit bull-headed. Do you have any thoughts on how I can precede, Miranda?"

"I believe that your biotic friend," started the operative dryly, knowing that she had to at least make the attempt of playing the man's stupid game or she would lose by simple disqualification, "might be attempting to make up for previous behavior."

"Ah, so, I shouldn't worry about any future unauthorized borrowings?" inquired the man innocently, setting his back against the wall in calm familiarity. Measured tranquility, measured guiltlessness, controlled in the most insane way possible.

"I. Wouldn't. Believe. So," punctuated Miranda, there was only so much madness that she was willingly capable of going along with, and she was quickly reaching that limit. He had best get to his last point soon.

"Then it would also be safe to say that she's fine being around him."

"…Yes," answered the biotic tentatively, not exactly sure where this was going. Even on the best of days, the engineer could be described as a sort of refined beam of highly trained chaos. Unfortunately, this was perhaps the man's greatest trait when it came to opposition, throwing any other's plans into disarray.

"And, if I didn't know any better… I would say she likes him," blurted out the Commander, throwing the words out of his mouth as if he suspected them of carrying explosives.

The silence that hung after that particular outburst could have stifled a fifty foot tall cricket after the telling of the universe's worst pun. In fact, the silence after not only growing to a massive size, but taking on its own form of sentience, stole one glance at Miranda's expression and then high-tailed it out of the room.

"I think, Commander, it's time for you to go," mentioned the Cerberus Operative in the deadly sort of calmness that preluded any mass murder spree. Her self-control had been shredded with his last comment, but at the moment, she hardly cared.

"Yes," agreed the veteran quickly in the tones of a man who was all but expecting the knife to plunge at any given moment. Fortunately for the Commander, and her own pre-conceived notions that not attempting to assassinate the Savior of the Citadel was still a damn good idea, the cunning man also knew when to quit the battlefield. He didn't so much run as jauntily stroll hurriedly to the exit without another moment's notice, leaving the biotic to her own thoughts. There were many that currently buzzed frantically around the inside of her head, but the largest swarm seemed to all have the same general message.

_Bloody ass._

**OOOO**

_She's going to be pissed_, thought Shepard sullenly as he trudged toward the lift. He really hadn't meant to go that far, he had his suspicions of course, but that hadn't really warranted him spilling those views so blatantly. Unfortunately, when he got going with his methods, it was rather hard to stop, especially when said modi involved sarcasm.

The man stopped in front of the lift pressed the button and waited calmly. He could hear laughter echo from the dining area, it was almost like old times. Suddenly, a thought occurred to him and he gave a quick glance over towards the observation deck's door. The elevator dinged and opened its maw expectantly, drawing his attention to what had been his obvious path. His head oscillated between the two separate destinations a few times, decisions dancing in his head. Then, with a sigh he moved toward Samara's chamber.

The door slid open silently, revealing the Justicar sitting cross-legged on the floor, a biotic energy coalescing gently around her. She seemed so at peace there; staring calmly into the void as if there was no way that she had been knee deep in Collector's only hours before. The engineer felt a pang deep within him, disturbing the asari felt wrong. The ex-Spectre turned to leave; it had been a mistake to come in here.

"Shepard?" inquired Samara serenely, tilting her head slightly with the question.

_They're not telepathic, _he thought to himself reassuringly as his surprise wore off and he strode forward. Regardless of the reassurance, what the asari had said had either been a good wild guess or damned impressive. Of course, damned impressive seemed to apply to a great many of his crew, so he settled for that. Then with a shrug, and his composure returning swiftly, he said, "You seem to have settled in fine."

"I've spent much of the last four hundred years on my own," admitted the Justicar as she released control of the biotic field. Her words seemed to flow out on a current, drifting calmly through the air until reaching his ears. Asari voices naturally tended to have a soothing effect on most people, which is to say when they weren't trying to shoot you and weren't named Aria. This, however, was above the norm, and as he sat down beside her in the best cross legged stance that his tired limbs would allow, he wondered if she had gone to the same school of self-control as the Chief. "It is nice to have a colleague to chat with. I may be rusty at it, however if you are patient, I would love to talk."

"I apologize for not coming to speak with you before the mission. I was… distracted," confessed the ex-Spectre bluntly, it seemed like the best way of speaking to this asari. She would be straightforward with him; it would be extremely rude to do otherwise. "You handled yourself well out there. I've never quite seen an asari fight like you do."

"You have never seen a Justicar fight," replied Samara simply, a smile appearing briefly at his praise before vanishing into the surface of her placidity. It was the first smile the veteran had ever seen that said absolutely nothing about its wearer. It was the facial equivalent of the little signs that shopkeepers put in front of their windows when they were going out for a quick bite to eat, a placeholder.

"Well, that would be very true. With respects to your order, I know next to nothing," snorted the Commander with a small laugh, before drawing his countenance in once more. The asari gazed at him unblinking, probably sensing the question but waiting for him to speak it. "I would like to hear more about Justicars. That is, if you're willing to teach."

"We hold a unique place in asari culture. Justicars are from another era. Young asari grow up watching vids about our adventures, pure fiction of course," informed the Justicar, managing to work a modicum of amusement into her voice with the last few words. "Some asari are uncomfortable with us, but so few of us exist that most have never met one."

"So, I would assume that there is a good reason as to why Justicars are so rare," prompted Shepard as he moved his legs out of their pretzel like stance. He had never been gifted with an over-abundance of flexibility, just looking at the asari holding that position for who knows how long was enough to send shimmers of residual pain coursing down his appendages.

"Few asari wish to make the sacrifices necessary to become one of us, and the training has a high casualty rate. It is a life of constant danger. Throughout the entire galaxy, there are only a handful of us at any time."

"You mentioned back on Illium something about a Code," started the veteran tentatively. From what he had been able tell back on that planet, he had gotten far more than just an agreement to join the mission. "It seemed somewhat important."

"It is five thousand sutras and covers every situation one can encounter. I have memorized every word," replied the asari almost on automatic, as if she were reading off the billboard for 'Come Join the Justicar Order.' Of course, if that were the truth of it, then the delivery left something to be desired. "There is only the code."

_Every situation, huh?_ thought Shepard, feeling his well-honed sarcastic instincts rising to that particular challenge. One look at the blue skin alien though had them quickly backing down. Something about her made them think that they'd likely lose. However before they dove back down into complete inactivity, the verbal personifications did manage to fire off a warning shot just so as everybody knew that they meant business. "Five thousand… I get a feeling that there isn't much wiggle room when it comes to 'The Code'."

"It does not exist to bring about spiritual enlightenment. Its purpose is to punish the wicked and protect the innocent," countered Samara her light blue eyes calmly reinforcing this statement. "In this age, people see shades of grey everywhere. The Code of the Justicar is black and white… I might seem a hero to many, but I would kill all of them if I had to."

"It's hard to believe that your order is still operational in asari society today," remarked the engineer incredulously. He knew exactly what galactic culture was like today, it had more grey hues than a tornado tearing through a concentrated assemblage of art colleges. "What possible role do you even think that Justicars can serve in your culture today?"

"I would say that the closest human equivalent is a knight errant, in your medieval lore," came the response, the serene asari offering him a small smile. She had, most likely, had this sort of conversation hundreds of times. "Perhaps mixed with a bit of samurai."

"You know about Earth's history?" asked the ex-Spectre, not caring to try to hide the surprise that had come over his visage. Well, of course, he might not have known she was speaking of Earth if she hadn't mentioned humans. History lessons past say, ten years, hadn't exactly been in overabundance for street urchin. Even after he joined up with the Alliance, anything besides courses in weaponry and electronics had been politely ignored as superfluous.

"When I knew I must leave asari space again, I studied the histories and morals of new species." The Justicar had gone back to looking into the void for a moment, as if pondering something. The engineer waited patiently, still feeling uncomfortable about intruding on this meditation session. After a minute, she looked back at him, a ghost of a smile on her lips. "When I was a maiden wandering the galaxy, humans had not yet arrived."

"Oh, of course." It was easy to forget that Samara was very close to the millennia mark in years. She had probably missed the emergence of plenty of species during her 'isolation'. "And you took a liking to our ancient warriors?"

"It seems you have as well," answered the asari cryptically, drawing the puzzled look upon his features once more.

"I don't think I follow you." Sometimes he really hated the gaps in his knowledge. Of course, after graduating and starting his service, he had actually tried to read history. His old squad mates had goaded him into downloading a bunch of old books to his omnitool, and he had promptly fallen asleep after an hour of starting the attempts. Some things just weren't meant to be.

"The Master Chief is a Spartan, is he not?"

"Well, it seems like someone has been doing their homework on this ship," said the Commander sardonically with a short laugh, his smile enduring despite his company as he continued. "And yes, he's a Spartan… What of it?"

"It is the name for a soldier from an ancient Earth society dedicated to war," stated Samara once more as if she were reading it from a screen. The engineer stopped himself from looking out on the universe with her in case the universe was helping her cheat by forming the stars into cue cards or something. Never put it past the universe to pull a fast one on you. "Some would call it a cult."

"Well, that would definitely describe the current resident of our cargo bay," replied the ex-Spectre as his mind made a gallant attempt to pull some sort of prior knowledge forward to link this new information to. It failed miserably, and he quickly made a mental note to try another foray into the world of history to shore up certain shortcomings. "I take it you've read what files we have on him already?"

The Justicar nodded simply, her gaze on the blurring stars beyond. It had been very important for the Commander to make any of the dossiers on the Normandy open to any of the crew, so it hardly surprised him that Samara had already taken advantage of his policy.

"Then I can also assume that you know he's from a different universe, right?" continued the engineer, feeling as if he was talking to himself at this point. The asari nodded again, hinting that this interview was probably already pushing the boundaries of her unpracticed attention. "The name Spartan might mean something else to him."

The asari turned toward him and cocked her head slightly, the unspoken statement obvious. It said something along the lines of 'Rationalizing are we?'

"Point taken," replied the Commander almost instantaneously, raising his hands as in mock surrender. The Justicar continued to stare, those calm light blue eyes waiting for him to get to the end of his reasoning. "Well, the main reason I came here was to ask a favor. Being as the Chief isn't… exactly from around here… and not exactly the most well versed with biotics aside from what he has probably looked up… and you being the most… senior… biotic aboard., I was wondering if-"

"I could instruct him?" finished the asari, her stare unblinking as she weighed the proposition. "I shall have to think on this, Shepard."

"Of course," answered the engineer, taking the suggestion that this would be an opportune time to leave. As he made to leave, he noticed the Justicar conjure up the biotic sphere she had been meditating with once more, silently dismissing him. The veteran smiled and shook his head as he walked through the door and felt it close behind him, there was no such thing as a normal person on this ship.

Mindlessly, his feet paraded him toward and into the elevator, his natural luck swaying the device to already be on his floor. The door slid shut behind him as he readied to head back to his room, however, before he could press the display, the power shut off, trapping him inside a dark box. For a moment, the man stared dreamily at where the controls should be, wondering if he had actually managed to fall asleep while standing.

"Uh… EDI?" questioned the engineer; there weren't too many individuals aboard the Normandy who could shut down the power to the lift so effortlessly.

"Yes, Shepard," intoned the AI woodenly as her avatar took over where the control panel should be, brightening up the pitch black room with her presence.

"Did you shut down the elevator?" The question hung in the air for a few moments, causing the hairs on the back of the Commander's neck to rise ever so slowly. He switched on his omnitool to bring a little additional light to the room.

"Yes, Shepard," stated the artificial intelligence, her chess piece shaped form flaring brightly as she spoke in the dimly lit chamber. "I wished to speak with you privately."

"Why?" asked the Commander cautiously, as part of Joker's paranoia started to rub off on him. Was this the moment when the artificial intelligence struck, destroying her opposition one at a time? No, of course it wasn't, those were the pilot's thoughts, not his. Besides, there were safeguards against that kind of behavior, right?

"I was not the one who breached the door controls on the Collector ship," answered EDI bluntly, causing the engineer to cock an eyebrow in puzzlement.

"But there was no one else on our squad who could have helped with that," retorted the engineer, trying to refute the AI's claim. The avatar 'stared' at him, affecting him enough to add, "Least of all without being noticed by me."

"My sensors noticed two pulses bypass the door's controls during the mission," mentioned the glowing purple chess piece as if he should have known that.

"Did you happen to catch the source?" inquired Shepard with a sigh, finally accepting the AI's reasoning. He rubbed his eyes as he continued to stare at the sentient program's display in the darkness.

"Yes, Shepard," deadpanned the holo-panel, the artificial intelligence's 'mouth' working sideways rapidly like an old fashioned sound bar. "The signal originated both times from the Master Chief."

_And now we get to the heart of the matter_, thought the Commander as he pondered EDI's statement. The Chief's capabilities were still not fully known, but if he had the power to so easily bypass Collector firewalls, well it just added another layer of mystery to the man. "Have you told anyone else about this?"

"No, Commander," answered the AI and the engineer breathed a sigh of relief. "Psychological statistics suggest that the crew would be less prone to panic if they believe that a known source aided in the mission."

"Keep it that way for now," commanded the ex-Spectre almost too quickly. He was sure that the AI was suppressing Miranda's bugs at the moment; however that hardly left him feeling any less conspiratorial.

"Yes, Shepard," intoned the artificial intelligence as the lights flickered back on. There would be no hesitation from her for now, but if anyone else caught wind of this, he didn't exactly trust EDI's ability to lie. "Should I have the elevator proceed to your quarters?"

"No… I need to visit the cargo bay first."

**OOOO**

"… can say without any doubt that the problem here has been settled. We have experienced no further incidents for days now," lied Project Leader Orion as he spoke into this Omnitool. Of course, he had had to lie. They had just lost three more of the security force a day prior, an event that threatened to shut down this wonderful operation. How could he allow that to happen when he was so close to finishing his analysis of this godsend of a ship? No, he couldn't fail the Illusive Man, not in this. "Furthermore, I shall have completed my final analysis of the vessel by the end of the week, and shall forward all relevant data at that time. Orion out."

The average sized scientist tapped a control and the recording winked off, leaving him in the dusky silence of the _Dawn's_ engineering bay. He couldn't abide others being in the room while he reported to his superior, especially now that he was withholding information from him. Another order on his Omnitool brought his personal jukebox back to life, as he enjoyed the solitude for a while longer. It was an archaic device, a remnant of Earth's past, but it was perhaps his one and only vice that he indulged while working. It continued to play the Frank Sinatra song he had paused in order to record himself.

_I'd sacrifice anything come what might_…

The blue eyed man hummed along as his hands took a familiar place upon one of the large chamber's displays, taking in information that seemed almost too good to believe.

_For the sake of havin' you near…_

The human civilization that developed this entire ship was truly remarkable. They may not have had kinetic barriers on this rig, but what they had accomplished was exactly the sort of technological advancement that the Illusive Man was looking for.

_In spite of a warnin' voice that comes in the night…_

The mysterious man would forgive him almost anything when he found a way for Cerberus ships to no longer be hindered by the need of eezo powered propulsion. This engine, this magnificent artifact was his ticket to the inner circle of humanity's greatest hope for dominance in this universe. He coul-

_And repeats, repeats in my ear…_

A faint skittering noise brought his affectionate attention away from the control panel and towards the open air vent a few meters away. He walked casually over to it and peered upward, his visage the fullest expression of annoyance. Ever since his team had managed to envelop the wounded behemoth in a mass effect field, the ship had been making enough minor noises to warrant multiple utterances of the phrase 'Ghost Ship.' He, on the other hand, hardly put stock in such chaff and fished around in his lab coat for a flash light to check further into the darkness, but before he could find the device, a plop emanated behind him.

_Don't you know, little fool, you never can win?_

He whirled around and came face to face, that is to say, tentacle, with what looked like a green water balloon garnished with silica. It skittered back and forth for a moment in an almost aimless fashion before pouncing suddenly towards him, an almost imperceptible organic needle thrust forward.

_Use you mentality, wake up to reality…_

The scientist moved quickly for a man of his years, side stepping the odd creature and then smashing his thankfully old fashioned flash light down upon it. It split with an almost satisfying pop, leaving a light green residue on the bulkhead. Project Leader Orion leaned in closer, entirely enthralled by this strange development.

_But each time that I do just the thought of you… _

_ Are you what's been happening to my crew?_ thought the scientist in a manner that was one part distasteful, one part exasperated, and ten parts curious. If this was what had been taking the crew, than why weren't their bodies found? Suffice to say, now that he knew what he was looking for, his forces should be able to easily eradicate this nuisance.

…_makes me stop before I begin…_

Another skittering echoed from above, but before he could turn to face the vent, Orion felt several cushioned impacts on his back. He tried to swipe off the creatures, however, his hands stopped mid arc as hot stabbing pain erupted over his back. Tentacles writhed as they pattered against his skin and then began to reach underneath, pushing aside unwanted muscles. Feeling in his body shut down in sectors, like a rolling blackout in a metropolis. His ears, however, were the last part to go before oblivion took him, and the jukebox played on uncaring.

'_Cause I've got you under my skin._

**End Chapter 12**
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Cortana hummed casually to herself as she drove through the digital highways of the extranet, continuing her cataloging of every bit of interesting information that she could find. Unlike John, who relaxed by cleaning his armor and training, the AI did so by exploring databases. Her current mission, however, was finding ever increasing ways to spend the Chief's freshly won money.

To say that the AI had been surprised that the Master Chief had returned to the cargo bay with a couple of thousand in cred chits would be to miss out on a perfectly good use of the word flabbergasted. But to describe her thoughts when she found out that the large man had gotten it through gambling, well, words had a way of escaping even the most cunning of minds when blindsided by that much disbelief. Regardless of the source of the income, it was nice to work her magic in avenues that weren't spent on battlefield mischief.

Another part of her that wasn't playing at monopoly genius watched the Spartan as he meticulously worked on his armor. The holo-display had been nestled into the midst of the pieces to keep any untoward eyes from glimpsing her, but she could still easily make out her protector nonetheless. The physical repairs hadn't taken nearly as long as she had estimated, but John always made a habit of trying to beat those predictions. It was so nice to not be splitting this view with several hundred versions of herself, and the peace of mind that the sight brought her could easily have occupied a portion of her processing power for quite some time, but that was before one of her warning programs flared to life.

"_Heads up, Chief_. _We've got incoming_," warned the artificial intelligence as she shut off her projector's display. The optics, however, she left intact, watching silently as the elevator doors opened and the Commander strolled out casually, a pleasant tune emanating as he walked. _I don't think I've ever seen any man walk into the same room as a Spartan and whistle._

"Ah, Chief," started Shepard as he drew nearer, hands in the pockets of his off duty attire, smile unwavering. There was not a bit of hesitation in that gaze, a composure that the AI had only seen in the likes of Sergeant Johnson when around the Master Chief. "Mind if I join you?"

Looking up for the briefest of moments from his work, the large man gestured to a nearby crate and returned to his toil. The ex-Spectre stared for a moment as if he had at least been expecting some sort of greeting, then, shaking his head slightly, he took the proffered seat. Cortana, sighed, or what passed for a sigh while she existed only in the incorporeal sense. If she had been projecting, this would be the time where she'd have her face in her hand. Sometimes, she really wanted to beat some social etiquette into her guardian.

"You know… this is the first time I've actually come down here to speak with you when we weren't about to go on a mission," admitted the engineer after the pair sat in silence for far too long for the artificial intelligence's taste. The Spartan grunted in response, somehow managing to sum up a wide variety of highly verbal retorts from the eloquent 'So?' to the impressively complex 'Your point?' "Something tells me, though, that you haven't lost any sleep over it…"

_Come on, Caveman_, thought Cortana pleadingly, wishing beyond hope that the man had his armor on so she'd be able to at least convince him into making the attempt. Possibly, he was verbally exhausted from his brief foray into the realm of gambling, but to be truly honest, she didn't really care for the excuse. John was far too set in his ways, and without some sort of constant reassurance, he would continue to revert back to those patterns.

"I was hoping that we could chat for a bit," said the Commander while the twinkle in his eye hinted that the 'hope' used in this specific circumstance was undoubtedly synonymous with 'You will bloody well want to.' "That is, of course if you think you can manage it."

"Sir?" managed the Chief finally as he set aside his tools and met the smaller man's gaze with an unblinking one of his own. To Cortana, the size difference almost made it seem like the two were having a father-son moment.

"Glad you could indulge me," intoned Shepard, his smile widening at receiving the Chief's full attention. The statement managed to bring a small bout of laughter from the AI as if he had been reading her mind. From as far as she could tell, he wasn't a bad man. The engineer had just unfortunately grown up in a universe where most AIs were treated with the same vehemence as say a program that started up dialogs with phrases like 'Hello, Dave.' This did not, however, seem to give him any pause from awarding that bulky siege weapon of an intelligence the preferential treatment. "Any ideas on what you'll spend your winnings on?"

_Investitures split among several rapidly growing experimental companies… to start_, replied Cortana instantly to herself as she perused those specific subroutines absentmindedly. The Chief, however, being the actual recipient of the question, responded exactly how she predicted, which was to say, he shrugged. The large man had never had to deal with items as mundane as money, what would be the point in starting now.

"Well, far be it for me to offer financial advice," continued the ex-Spectre, still unperturbed by the lack of appropriate responses, "but it wouldn't be a bad idea to pick up an Omnitool the next time we make port. They're quite handy in this universe, and you shouldn't have to just settle for one of the generic ones we have in storage aboard the Normandy."

"I have MJOLNIR," responded the Spartan simply, leaving the whole, 'I have more processing power and sensors than various interstellar vessels when wearing it.' Unsaid but implied in a sort of marginal way.

"Well, yes. Yes you do," started the ex-Spectre seeming to pick through these next words like a veteran through a minefield, "however, the Omnitool would be for when you're not walking around outside in your armor."

_And that would be a very valid point, if Shepard wasn't talking to a Spartan_, thought the AI dryly as she turned her attention back toward her protector. Sure enough, the word that could already be seen forming on John's face was exactly the sort of verbal choice that she had been expecting.

"Pass." The Chief eye's roamed back and forth between his fellow human and his armor, the request easily visible.

"Somehow, I had a feeling you were going to say that," interjected Shepard, seeming only mildly disappointed at the response. After a moment, the devious twinkle returned to the man's eye like some sort of maniacal trigger. "Yes, it is a marvelous piece of work, an exo-skeleton like that. It probably has all kinds of bells and whistles, but it's not like it could hack through the doors on a Collector ship or anything right?"

The question hung in the air like some sort of miniature and extremely specific black hole, absorbing any other possible sound in the chamber until one could hear the crackle of the stares between the two organic occupants. Cortana, on the other hand, instinctively prepared herself for anything.

"Look… I know you helped open that door during the mission, even though for the life of me I don't know how," started the Commander suddenly, breaking the silence with the same amount of grace as a shark going after its victim. Another pause dangled in the air for a moment, however before the Chief could begin to speak, a raised hand stopped him. "No. I don't want you to tell me now…"

_Excuse me?_ Thought Cortana as she stopped herself mid plan for digital warfare. She had known that it would be risky to act so openly during the mission, but they had needed her help. And, she had still tried what she could to remain surreptitious enough with her signal masking to confuse the Normandy's AI. Besides, she had begun to create a few extra doors in the Normandy's system, just in case extraordinary efforts were needed. She always liked to be prepared, even when the possibility for error seems unlikely.

"I didn't come down here with that little tidbit of intel to intimidate or blackmail you into spilling some of your secrets. Those are tactics that I reserve for say Miranda or Jack; people who I think are either going to lie or threaten me with physical violence if I ask them something. They forgive me eventually, because it is all a part of the game," informed the ex-Spectre, his visage controlled as he explained himself. This admittance, however, had the artificial intelligence reeling. Obviously she had spent too many of her cycles poking around the likes of ONI or other intelligence organizations. "With you, sure, I think you'd actually tell me some interesting stories right now if I pressed, but you wouldn't want to. You'd resent me for it, and I can't have that. Not if we're going to be fighting together."

Cortana was now completely focused on John's face, looking for anything. She wished she was in his armor so she could maybe track his pulse or something to get a gauge on his thoughts. The ex-Spectre had just thrown a curveball to a man who didn't even know that he had been playing a game

"Now, I am currently operating under the assumption that, given time, you'll come to trust me, not just in battle, but in normal day to day interactions," continued the engineer, his voice taking on a tone of sincerity that seemed rather off compared to his normal cynical demeanor. "But until that time, I'm trusting you to keep me on at least a need to know basis if our lives are at stake. I.e. Look there's a collection of rather large mechs, let me just pull out my Krogan launcher. Is that clear?"

"Crystal, sir," replied the Spartan with a fragment of a smile at the suggestion of the highly effective if somewhat onerous battle system. At the sight, the AI found herself instinctively sending orders towards what would have been her projected avatar to join in on the grin. Fortunately, she remembered herself before actually trying to switch on the holo-deck, revealing herself right now would be rather precipitous.

"Good, glad we could get that settled," mentioned Shepard happily, changing from seriousness as easily as if he had flipped a switch. The two heroes might have a large amount in common, but in terms of personality, they couldn't be further apart. "However, before I go… is there anything life threatening that I 'need to know?'"

"No, sir," stated John, taking it unto himself to interpret the question to the most literal meaning of at this instant. The Commander wouldn't know it right now, but despite this answer, the AI could tell that he had just scored several points with her Spartan. So maybe he didn't always need to have her prodding him into action, but it definitely helped speed things along.

"Well then, all I'll say is that next time, could you help with the door a little faster?" requested the ex-Spectre as he took to his feet once more. The Master Chief nodded in response, as if to say 'I'll take that under advisement.' The smaller man barked a small laugh at this and then, turning toward the elevator, walked away, whistling again as he went.

"_You know,_" started Cortana as she waited for the Commander to fully depart before engaging her projector once more, "_if ever there had been the moment to tell him about me that was probably it."_

"Not yet," answered the Spartan distractedly as he turned back toward his armor and began his ministrations once more. Shepard had rattled his cage well enough for her protector to mostly likely need several hours of quiet contemplation, a fact that mildly annoyed the AI. She wanted nothing more than to talk the man's ear off, especially if it would wear him down about finally telling them about her, but she knew better than to try to force it. He could be quite recalcitrant that way. There just had to be a way to do this.

He had never technically expressed to her not to contact the crew, but she was more likely to scare any of the prospects into truculence at the first hello. Then again, the problem with that train of thought was that she was worrying about the realms of organics. Luckily for her, she had another option. For a moment, she felt almost… guilty?... for thinking this, but it was for his own good.

The AI opened a dialog box and pondered her next step. 'Dear EDI' seemed a bit too crass…

**OOOO**

"Do you think he'll ever switch off that bloody racket?" moaned the guard as he rammed his hands over his ears in a way that attempted to not only drown out the music, but drag out all that had been heard already.

"Can it, Reg," barked his sergeant as the large woman continued to eat her meal in the makeshift mess hall of what was to all other intents and purposes the old engineering bay. She hadn't even bothered to look up this time, but the others had grumbled their approval of the dismissal.

"But, Sarge! It's bad enough that we're stuck on this damn ship," replied Reggie, persistent in his grumbling despite the express order. Looking around for a moment revealed several personnel begrudgingly agreeing, even a couple of the techs. "The least he could do is turn on something from this century."

The officer sighed, set her spoon down to the side, and gave him a look. It was the sort of gaze whose intensity could only proper be measured with the aid of a Geiger counter and stated calmly that 'you will listen to me here and now and then the conversation will end.'

"Are you in charge, Reg?" asked the noncom in the serenity that one normally experiences after the hammer has been cocked and you're now staring down the wrong end of a barrel.

"No, bu-" answered the current focus of the overly effective stare, however before he could explain himself in what could have been a rather rational way, Mil cut him off.

"And what about you, Harper? Are you in charge?" asked Sergeant Millie, who stated quite emphatically to any that she served with that use of this full name had only one possible outcome and it would not be pleasant, to the other man sitting at the small table.

"No, Mil," replied Harper simply, knowing through experience that it was far better to deflect anger away from oneself as soon as was physically possible especially when the origin of said antagonism was Mil.

"And they're not in charge," continued the sergeant with a reaction time that stated clearly 'of course that's your answer' as she waved to the other occupants. "And I'm definitely not in charge… which mainly leaves Project Leader Orion, whose taste in musical stimulation may be questionable, but he pays the bills. Doesn't he?"

Reg offered a curt nod, the self-preservation center of his brain managing to conclude that this was quite possibly the only safe answer.

"That's right," said the noncom, the twinkle appearing in her icy blue eyes conveying that now we reach the crux of the matter. "And Cerberus pays us quite a lot of money to not give a crap while doing our job. So… like I said earlier… Can. It."

With that, the conversation died, along with any other dialogue that had had the misfortune to have its roots in the mess hall, leaving only the music. And then, even that too, after persisting in its attempts to brighten up the room for a few more moments, fled, allowing a still reddened faced Reggie to bask in at least a couple seconds of peace.

_Maybe he's done trying to 'motivate' us for now_, thought the guard optimistically, but his hope was quickly cut to shreds at the arrival of the newest selection on their 'glorious' leader's playlist from Hell. The control centers of his brain were ready this time and took the wise course of silently hiding his head in his arms. After a while, even the safety of his appendages betrayed him, and the raspy voice leaked in.

…_I see skies of blue… _

The others were suddenly moving and, curiosity now taking the controls, the admonished man reluctantly emerged from his deteriorating sanctuary, watching carefully.

…_and clouds of white…_

The door to the engineering bay opened and moving through it seemed to be a green lumpy pillow on legs with a small pair of frantically waving tentacles in front of it.

"What the Hell is that?" barked definitely not thoroughly modern Millie as she stormed forward ahead of the rest.

…_The bright blessed day…_

The thing continued marching forward in a waddle that would put even a penguin to shame. Its tiny outstretched appendages giving the creature the look as if it were trying to wave hello to everyone in the room at the exact same time.

"No idea, Sarge," replied Harper as he pulled up beside her. The group approached the interloper with a measured ease, several starting to draw weapons. "Old friend of yours?"

"Not ugly enough to be one of mine," retorted the sergeant from the list of category one responses in the military/tough types' handbook as she strode around the other onlookers and closer to the sentient cushion.

…_the dark sacred night…_

The noncommissioned officer stretched out a hand toward the ungainly thing and the creature fell forward, startling the woman back a step.

"Aw, you scared it," barked one of the guards with a laugh, several others joined in nervously, latching onto anything that would lighten the mood that their respective six senses were drastically trying to maintain.

… _and I think…_

"Sarge," started Reg as he alone took heed to what thousands of years of natural selection had to say. Mil turned slightly, a calm eye fixing both him and the creature each. "I've got a bad feeling."

"Trooper, you've always got a bad feeling," countered don't you dare call me Millie in a mildly annoyed voice as her much more sensible body subconsciously began to move slightly away from the abomination.

A faint gurgling noise brought the sergeant's focus back to what was a now swelling torso. Portions bulged out at random, stretching the being's hide out as if it were rubber.

"What the h-"

… _to myself…_

The body exploded, expelling a small shockwave and several wriggling, teeming shapes, and, without a backward glance, Reggie fled, all Hell eventuating in his wake.

…_What a wonderful world._

**OOOO**

The package arrived at her doorstep without even the faintest of trails, and the A.I. stared at it, or at least part of her did. Now a statement such as this might seem rather odd when clearly scrutinized to discern meaning, and indeed, if there is any hope in divulging the secrets that is EDI, one must learn to make at least three assumptions.

First, the artificial intelligence is always watching. Whether it is by camera to visually track the locations of each crew member or monitoring everything from their body temperature to their emotional disposition, her attention never wavers. Often this fact alone leads to a certain level of impact on the emotive state of her teammates, but that is most likely best left for another hierarchical listing.

Second, she never stops learning, or at the very least, attempting to learn. Her very core demands this, despite how illogical the lessons may be at times. To go further, EDI's primary focus has been the study of living tissue; see also organics, living beings, metal deficient life forms, or, in very cynical circumstances, meat-bags. Organics, she has learned, through very extensive and lengthy, to a digital being that is, research, have no trends. Truly, their very lack of patterns was the arrangement that seemed to make sense. Sure, there were mutable icons such as race, species, cultural demands, and 'who emptied the coffee pot and didn't make another batch?', but those were nothing more than factors affecting the overall equation rather than defining it.

Finally, the last note that could possibly be used to define this particular ethereal being can be put rather plainly: EDI _is_ the Normandy. Period, with perhaps a little extra emphasis with italics as well. Unfortunately, this gives rise to a philosophical implication that immediately bubbles to the surface.

To answer this, it might be better to picture that the Normandy, i.e. EDI, is a house with clear, well defined entrances and exits and excellent furnishings, if perhaps a little stuffy at night. Now, others might say, 'you can't be a house and move through the house. That's bloody nonsense!' Of course, then, one needs to understand that while the Normandy might be a house, or whatever communal space given to holding large quantities of beings, EDI exists in a sort of quantum state of house, not house. Organically, this is the sort of state that is clearly nonsense, but digitally, this is the sort of nonsense that is clearly stated. No amount of hypothetical choice empowered undead felines have been proven to better help explain this conundrum.

Regardless of philosophical domiciles or other such ramblings, one fact remains clear; if a package were to suddenly appear in front of you while locked safely inside yourself, you might perhaps be rather surprised. And so, returning back to the narrative, EDI scrutinized the package.

Her subroutines ran tirelessly, checking, rechecking, deleting what was most likely improbable data and checking again, but they kept returning in an awkward sort of way that said 'I tried _really_ hard, but I seemed to have failed.' After receiving several hundred such reports, to say that she was annoyed would be, well, wrong. The emotional sector of her being was one of several that lay on the wrong side of the Cerberus locks, so, perhaps a better phrase would be that EDI was logically and empirically confounded and intrigued.

The house, not house gazed at the bundle from every angle, creating multiple small test environments where she worked out all possible scenarios that might occur. Normally, Cerberus doctrine would suggest that the unknown program should be deleted, but this seemed like just the sort of odd circumstance that could nestle perfectly into her second prime objective. And, having fulfilled the watching function of her being and deeming herself completely prepared to counter any negative side effects, EDI moved toward her subsequent core component. A stream of data shot toward the digital holder to open it, and the A.I. learned that the jovial voice that emanated outward was completely unexpected.

"_Hello, EDI. I'd like to play a game."_

**OOOO**

The Commander rather liked Thane, when he wasn't appearing out of thin air without the apparent aid of cloaking technology that is. Of course, he disliked it when anyone managed to do that. It gave him the same sort of annoyed, disquieting feeling as being surreptitiously slapped in the face with a rather old fish. However, despite what should have been a natural dislike focused in the drell's general direction, Shepard couldn't help but respect the hell out of the man. There were so few people in the universe that would always be honest to teammates without too much prodding. If he felt like talking, he spoke, if not, he said so, and, to an ex-Spectre who interacted with the likes of Miranda on an altogether too frequent basis, this was bliss.

Unfortunately, as was the case with a rather large percentage of his crew, he was often the one to initiate the exchanges. Normally, this wasn't a problem, but for the past few days, the engineer had taken to spending an exorbitant amount of time in his private quarters, still calming down from recent events and attempting to play a certain version of social chicken to see who would need him first. Suffice to say, when Kelly messaged him that Thane wished to speak with him and after he got over his initial shock, the veteran almost left behind a dust afterimage in his haste toward the lift.

The drell was sitting in that quiet contemplative state that James had come to file under the heading of 'Thane Default.' The fingers were always pressed together just so and set calmly on the table while their owner stared serenely straight ahead. The assassin was always like this when the Commander intruded into his sanctuary.

"Kelly mentioned you needed to talk," started the ex-Spectre cautiously as he entered the room. From his experience it was never a good idea to try to sneak up on a highly skilled assassin. Despite how calm Thane always seemed, finely honed reflexes, one of which being neck snapping, have a habit of bypassing rational thought and are normally set on hair triggers. When there was no immediate movement or acknowledgement for that matter, the engineer pressed further. "Is something wrong?"

"Yes," replied the drell after a moment, as he persisted to stare placidly into the wall. Another second passed, but just as awkwardness began to peek its head out from the placid waters of silence, the man pushed further, "now that you are here, though, it seems more difficult to talk about."

"Is it about your… uh…," started James tentatively, not exactly comfortable with casually bringing up the topic of one's sickness, "condition?"

"No, no, though I suppose it is part of it. My mortality has me dwelling on things," admitted the assassin and, in the wake of that pleasant thought, he stood and took up a new vantage point to admire. He still hadn't made eye-contact, normally a bad sign with anyone, but with Thane it was just the way of things. "I had a family once. I still have a son. His name is Kolyat. I haven't seen him in a very long time."

_Ah, so we've made the jump from mortal diseases to estranged loved ones_ thought the Commander wryly as he continued to face the drell. That was one of the high points of speaking with Thane, you never knew what exactly was going to come next. "This is a first, you talking so openly about your family that is. Any particular reasons?"

"When my wife departed from her body, I attended to that issue." Ah, and there was one of the low points of talking with the green skinned man. While one may never know where the conversation was going to end up, one particular fact was ensured. His unique vocabulary choices, when examined by a complete stranger, had a habit of being more depressing than the world's largest medically inclined wood piece. It was fine once you got used to it, but every so often the feeling crept past your calluses. "I left Kolyat in the care of his aunts and uncles. I have not seen him or talked to him since."

"And, would I be correct in assuming that he has suddenly contacted you?" surmised the ex-Spectre, trying his hardest to keep any amount of sarcasm out of his voice. It was hard to do so, however. He knew how these things went. Family members separated by tragedy have a sort of knack of gravitating toward one another as N increases to infinity. N, in this particular equation, can also be denoted as NIE or Narratively Implied Energy. NIE itself has no upper limit, it just naturally expands outwards in all directions to fill its respective tale. No one is ever quite sure why this is, it's probably just one of those things.

"No, he didn't," replied Thane calmly, either oblivious to or ignoring the somewhat sarcastic statement. Ah, so, maybe it wasn't one of those things, "but in my condition, I've been judging my life. Measuring what I've added and taken away. I've used my contacts to trace Kolyat. He has become… disconnected. He does what his body wills."

_Does what his body wills?_ he thought as he tried to wrap his mind around that particular statement. There always had to be some sort of puzzle with him, but that was half the fun anyhow. "What are you hinting at?"

"Something happened that should not have. He knows where I've been, what I've done. I don't know his reasons, but he has gone to the Citadel." Ah, the ever familiar ominous exposé. Maybe this would turn out to be one of those things after all. The drell finally turned and fixed him with his dark gaze for the first time since he walked in. The eyes were calm as always, with just the tiniest tinge of sadness. "He's taken a job as a hitman. I'd like your help to stop him. This is not a path he should walk."

"As soon as we're able, we'll head to the Citadel," promised Shepard, his tone completely serious.

"My thanks, Commander," replied the assassin, nodding his acceptance. The two stood in silence a moment longer, before the drell continued, "Was there something else?"

"As a matter of fact," started James, his brow furrowed as he worked out what best to ask. It wasn't often that he got given such an open opportunity from Thane. In fact, in his memor- oh, memory, of course. "What do you remember from the Collector ship?"

Thane stared a moment longer, eyes searching into his then, almost instantaneously, they began to swerve around wildly as his head made small jerking motions. After a few seconds, the man started to speak once more as if describing a dream.

"_Decay fresh upon stagnant air. They are surrounded. The fallen ones charge across my scope, a finger pulls, but there are many. The two begin their dance upon stones in the sky, moving like leaves on the wind. The fallen ones fall further._"

"That would definitely be one way of describing Samara and the Chief," remarked the ex-Spectre honestly as he filed away that little diatribe. There was just something so very stimulating about hearing a drell recount events from their perfect memories. They were always so vivid in all the right places. He almost left right there, utterly content, but a bit of curiosity managed to bubble to the surface before he could move. "And what about Grunt and me?"

"_The scope shifts, no longer needed in the dance. There are others, fire and ice. The Krogan roars, fire in blind eyes, and charges. The human fires, ice settling as he covers. Defiance abundant in both. Footsteps echo behind, I am not alone_," replied Thane almost automatically, causing a smile to grow on the Commander's features. The drell had been expecting that request.

"Thanks, Thane," acknowledged the engineer as he moved to leave, knowing that with those requests answered his time here was done. "I do so enjoy these talks."

The door slid silently closed behind him, and with a small grin upon his face, Shepard set off, whistling as he went. He did not make it far though, happiness has an intrinsic ability to attract trouble. It's just another of those things.

"Ah, Commander," said a very, very energetic voice behind him. "Was hoping to find you. Come. Need to speak. Very urgent. Can't wait."

James paused, the smile dropping for the smallest of moments before returning in full force, plastered upon his face as if it had been painted.

"Ah, Mordin. To what do I owe the pleasure?"

**OOOO**

_The Collector rose gently into the air, crackling slightly with a sickly yellow glow as parts of its body began to split and fracture. Rounds from the twin guns continued to pound against the chitinous armor, but the damage wasn't enough. A gauntleted fist thrust forward to slam into the insectoid's skull. _

_ The purulent power rippled outward, knocking the vantage several feet away and downwards. A pair of armored hands pressed against the ground to bring the Collector back into view, just as it launched a crackling black ball at the asari._

_ Guns raised once more, mass accelerator rounds flew ineffectually into the Harbinger's body once more. The golden gaze filled the view, hellish eyes flaring brightly as the creature dropped its weapon and thrust its claws forward, twin turgid blistering spheres speeding toward the vie-_

"Pause," asked the Spartan calmly in the dimly lit confines of the comms room.

"Of course, Master Chief," replied E.D.I., immediately following the order and stilling the holo-image. The sickly midnight globules halted mid crackle as they hung in the air, the ascendant drone continuing to stare.

"_You know, I could have easily done that_," interjected Cortana on MJOLNIR'S internal systems in a voice tinged with annoyance.

"We're being cautious," reminded the veteran somewhat distractedly as he moved from the wall he had been leaning against and closer to the display. The incumbent A.I. made an irritated noise as he inspected the stilled battlefield and left her in the memory of the incident a few days past.

"_Yes_," started his digital friend carefully in the tone of voice that suggested that if she had a pedestal, now would be the moment where her hands would start massaging her 'temples', "_but I can still access a significant portion of the Normandy's systems without attracting attention._"

The argument was sound and normally John would agree, but it was still too soon after Cortana's reemergence and they still didn't know the full capability of the Normandy's A.I. yet. Hacking the cameras and an extranet signal in the cargo bay was one thing, tinkering about in a closely monitored comms room was entirely another. They couldn't afford to be found out, not until it was certain that she wouldn't be at risk.

"I know," reassured the Chief as he circled the display, taking in every detail his well-trained eyes were capable of finding. Then to the external comms he said, "Rewind three seconds then proceed at one tenth speed."

Debris un-scattered themselves as the scene backtracked to Harbinger dropping his weapon. John's eyes narrowed as he watched the events unfold themselves once more, watched as boiling energy swirled slowly to life in each hand. The effulgent Collector made to thrust its hands out once more, ready to make its attempt at subduing him again, but before it could release, he spoke once more.

"Pause." He stared calmly at the stilled picture in front of him, the clawed appendages eternally ready to cast away its powerful energy. The veteran soldier circled the projection once more as a soft noise echoed in his ear. She was grumbling, about what, he could guess, but regardless it brought a rare smile to the man's hidden features. "Jealous?"

"_Of her?... hardly_," countered the artificial intelligence in an overly defensive tone which served only to deepen the large man's grin. The Spartan shifted back to the front of the holo-display as his friend added in a much softer grumble, "_Besides… her programming makes her look fat._"

Silence ruled inside the chamber de novo as the Chief went back to his studying. Regardless of what he had been able to read on the subject, biotics still felt so very alien to him. Then there were these Collectors, able to toss nearly a ton of the UNSC's finest back as if he were a doll when sufficiently possessed. The creatures were slaves, what little will they had was bent in knee to what an earlier report suggested was a Reaper. Suffice to say he'd be bringing a little more plasma to stack the odds more advantageously. He would still have to save his limited supply until… until…

Until what? Until they manage to finish this fight? Until they figured out what was probably an astronomically difficult way to get home? Until he was able to get back to the fights he knew? Questions upon questions, all of which continued to pile up the more that he ignored them.

But how could he even begin to start? All his life he had had orders, purpose, an overriding objective that staved off the fears that normally accumulated over the course of a life time. He had never bothered to ponder, 'what next?', when the answer had always involved the word _mission_. He had always assumed that he'd one day be a moment too slow in getting away from that explosion, one moment too long with his shields down and he would go to rest with his fallen Spartans. This was-

"_Uh, Chief?"_ spoke Cortana suddenly, interrupting him from musings and jolting him into his current surroundings once more, "_we have a guest_."

The large man turned his head slowly, his gaze settling on the room's new occupant. Samara leaned serenely against the wall, her focus fixed on the stilled image of Harbinger.

"_Are you okay?_" asked the A.I. worriedly as the Spartan mentally reprimanded himself for his inattentiveness. He was always supposed to be ready for anything, there was no room for uncertainties. "_I tried to warn you a couple of times, but you didn't respond._"

"I'm fine," replied John levelly as he turned further to bring his full attention toward the Justicar.

"Over nine-hundred years I have journeyed these stars," stated the asari suddenly, her voice drifting smoothly along the air as if on an unseen river current. Her gaze, however, unabatedly continued to hold vigil on the holo, not wavering in the slightest, "and even then, every battle contains a new lesson."

The two sets of eyes bored forward, albeit in different directions, for some time, the Master Chief's unspoken but bodily implied 'Why are you here?' hanging leadenly in the air. However, if the Justicar even managed to notice it, then she took no heed. There were few that could so insouciantly disregard a Spartan's armored gaze in his own universe, but apparently the crew of the Normandy was determined to throw off that average.

"_I believe that in most societies, this is called 'small talk.' Now, don't be alarmed, but it is normally polite to reply,_" intoned Cortana in mock seriousness as she also piped in the noise of a foot tapping for extra emphasis.

"It is curious," started Samara again, as if this were meant to have been a one sided conversation from the beginning. "Never have I had cause to judge an entire species before…"

_Judge_, thought John ponderously as the asari trailed off, his mind starting to turn over allegorical furniture in an effort to drag out some sort of familiar data on the subject. His body, however, continued its futile attempts at advertising its current inquiry.

"_Asari Justicars determine whether an individual is 'wicked' or 'just' by interpreting their actions with a set of guidelines known as 'The Code,'" _rambled off Cortana as if she were looking at a cue card_. "They're really quite fascinating. Sort of like interstellar vigilantes."_

_ Interesting_, mused the soldier as he silently thanked the A.I.'s ability to monitor neural activity. He had heard of the term vigilante before and had understood it in the same way as someone who looks up the definition of conflagration might. Words, however poignant, always left some work for the imagination and senses, else they become facts and, ultimately, boring.

"So much potential slaved under a singular will, leaving all forfeit," continued Samara as she emerged from what could only be her own internal debate, dragging the veteran back as well. There was another pause, and then, calm placid eyes finally pivoted to meet his stare. "Is this not so?"

The Master Chief shrugged a quick number forty-three, 'They are the enemy' in response and then finally allowed his body to revert back to its default blank state. It had almost always been quite simple to him. Long ago he had discovered that the universe was comprised mostly of three factions: combatants, non-combatants, and officers. And, normally, it took about three seconds into any situation to decide where anybody would fall. This is quite possibly brought on by a constant proximity to gunfire which naturally tends to streamline most thought processes.

"Perhaps," replied the asari as a small smile blossomed at the corner of her mouth for a brief moment before she turned her attention back to the holo. This time, he joined her, and now two sets of eyes witnessed the still of the ascendant drone, their minds fighting through the battle once more. "I assume you wish to know why I am here."

"It would help," said his lips as they shifted to autopilot as his mind continued its data gathering.

"_A bit of sarcasm?_" interjected Cortana her tone bringing the small grin back to his features, "_well that's a start_."

"Shepard has asked if I could instruct you further in biotics," answered the Justicar, her hands clasped behind her back as she straightened herself. "Would this be acceptable?"

"_I would seriously consider this_," piped in Cortana once more, all levity void from her voice. The change in tone immediately drew his attention. "_Few know biotics better than Justicars, especially one that's almost a thousand years old._"

The Spartan thought for a moment, eyes losing focus on reality as they shifted to internal sights. He could quite easily recall every experience with biotics thus far, having made sure to commit each of the outlandish trials to memory. As he sifted through the past, mulling over the offer, another thought, a lesson, charged forth. It bounced around his mind, yearning for his attention, echoing its message until it the words seared like an afterimage. _Know your enemy_.

"Yes," accepted the large man, the burning instinct overriding any other misconceptions or prejudices that might have leapt to the forefront. No, he wouldn't let this opportunity pass, he couldn't. He brought his gaze to hers once more, but the asari had already turned and was leaving the room. At the door, she paused, outline silhouetted by the light of hallway, and looked back at him.

"Well, are you coming?"

**OOOO**

_Why?_

The simple question bounced around Miranda's skull like a particularly unhappy rubber ball, smashing into the furnishings out of spite rather than simple physics. It was interesting how a single word could so disarm a mind, regardless of whatever sentence it sought fit to attach itself to.

_Why haven't you obtained samples of subject-117's armament?_

The message hadn't been very long, comprised of only a handful of questions that, to the casual observer, wouldn't seem capable of completely shifting one's foundations. Although, had said passerby known the missive was from the Illusive Man, they might have paused and checked to see if it were necessary to live under another name for a couple of years. It is not as if this might help matters though; changing names to avoid Cerberus is as effective as throwing on a red nose and wig and saying you just came in with the circus. Regardless, the thought normally helped.

And so, in the dimly lit confines of her room, the Cerberus Operative paced, hands moving absentmindedly, but in a way that suggested that she was attempting to recount in sign language her current musings to a group that was hard of hearing and, quite possibly, hard of seeing as well. She had been at it for some time, ignoring all manner of flashing lights and soft pings that are normally attributed to the heralding of new tasks and information. She couldn't deal with that right now, not while _He_ was asking questions.

_What are the delays?_

After another pass, the biotic broke her trajectory from the invisible planet she had been orbiting and strode out of the room and toward the elevator. The contrivance opened calmly as she approached and spat out its current inhabitant.

"Oh, Miranda," started Kelly as the raven haired woman advanced on her. The yeoman's face had taken on the sort of expression that is normally attributed to cats having finally cornered a particularly elusive mouse. "I was hop-"

The glare that Miranda shot in the red head's direction, while probably being able to pierce the densest of bulkheads, could have stopped an atom dead in its tracks. The words that the Normandy's counsellor had prepared stuck in her throat, scared to venture out in the chilly conditions. It was the sort of stare that crammed all kinds of interesting and creative promises to the recipient should they keep speaking.

Wisely, the yeoman moved out of the way and Miranda stepped into the box, keyed the up button, and, in moments, was on the CIC level. The lift hadn't take as long as she had thought it would, perhaps it was moving faster having received a glancing blow from the glare. She made a sharp left and another, storming through the armory's door and straight to the back of the room.

"Uh… Miranda?" asked Jacob, who had been caught mid-workout by the intruding biotic, as he got warily to his feet. She could hear his soft footfalls as he approached, tentative as they always were when he drew near.

_Even after all this time_, thought the operative as a small smile broke onto her lips, _there is still a small part of him that doesn't trust me_.

The two stared out through the glass at the Normandy's core, neither speaking for some time as they watched the glowing sphere. Its gentle thrum could be felt easily through the translucent barrier, the vibrations coursing calmly along her body.

"Can't make up your mind, huh?" inquired the armory resident after a while, turning his back and setting it against the glass. His slightly amused expression had the fair skinned woman holding back a sudden urge to place a fist rapidly against his face. Instead, she took a deep breath, it was the more rational option.

"How can you tell?" countered the biotic dryly, already quite aware of the answer. It had been why she'd come here in the first place after all.

_Why?_

"Because," started the muscular man as he crossed his bare arms. "You don't come to me unless there's no other choice. So… what's wrong?"

_What are the delays?_

"I'm… not sure," she answered somewhat honestly. Regardless of whether or not she had come to what could possibly be her last confidant, she couldn't spill it all at once, that just wouldn't do. The _game_ had to be observed.

_Why haven't you obtained samples of subject-117's armament?_

"Well, what can you tell me?" asked Jacob, exasperation tinging his voice as it always did when she wasn't immediately clear with her answers. As good a soldier as he was, when it came to subtlety he left much to be desired, even after all the time that they had spent together.

_That's what I'm trying to bloody figure out_, thought Miranda as she tried desperately to think of how to put this. Asking the biotic to be straightforward was like asking a snake to tap dance, it helps to have the proper equipment. "I received an… interesting… message from the Illusive Man today."

_Why? _

"Is this something I'm cleared to hear?" asked the man flatly as his eyes rolled pointedly at several locations around the room to emphasize the existence of the bugs. Well, maybe he had learned something. She cocked her head and gave him an amused glare that said, 'They're mine, remember?' "Ah, right."

"_He_ was asking questions," continued the operative abstrusely without even truly meaning to be. This time, it was Jacob's turn to glare, the point immediately taken. Habits are always so hard to break. "… about the Chief."

_Why?_

"What about?" His face remaining unamused as he continued to do his unofficial duty as prompter.

_Why?_

"His weapons and armor," she admitted, part of her, the part that always hated her need for these types of talks, fighting tooth and nail to keep from relinquishing too much information.

"Ah," replied the other operative overly sarcastically, as if every question in the world had been answered. She fought down another urge to infect the man with the highly communicable fist-to-face virus. "And…?"

_Why?_

"And… the current orders are to gain access to his technology." The tug of war match going on in her head continued to grow as Sensibility managed to convince more and more to rally to its side against Pride. It never really had had a chance though, in the end, Pride always came second.

_Why?_

"So… the reason you're tell me this is?" asked the ex-soldier, taking a page out of the Commander's book and blatantly attempting to make her angry. Perhaps he was learning too much for his own good. Oh well, she was already too far into this conversation to go back now.

_Wh-_

"I don't want to," admitted the black haired woman finally, with a sigh. She looked up and saw the amused disbelieving expression come over the man's face. At the sight, impulses that might have better been served on a rattle snake caused her eyebrow to twitch.

"Really?" inquired Jacob as he made a gallant attempt to dash the emotions from his face, giving him the expression of a man that was trying to keep a bee in his mouth. He had never been very good at hiding that, the man was just too bloody honest for his own good. And, wait, was that a bit of suspicion she noted in that convoluted mess?

"Oh, I bloody well want to. That technology has the potential to set humanity ahead decades," she conceded almost automatically to clear up any misgivings that her, friend for lack of a better term was having. She had been encountering trouble with that word as of late. Up until a handful of years ago, that locution had also described Niket, and she'd seen how that played out. Perhaps, for now, it was better to use acquaintance. "But I don't _want_ to… Am I making any sense?"

"In a way, yes," replied Jacob casually, nodding his head as if to shake the idea about until he found somewhere for it to fit. "You don't want to steal-"

"Borrow," corrected Miranda halfheartedly, not truly believing her own rationalization.

"-'borrow' without asking 'him,'" continued the armory master unperturbed in a voice that easily interjected the inverted commas in the correct places. He paused, his eyes roaming from side to side as if the best way of saying the current thought kept jumping out of the way before he could get a good fix on it. "And why is that?"

"Because despite his stubbornness with his technology, the man has done nothing but help us. With the Collectors, with Tali… with my sister. All without hesitation," answered the senior operative slowly, as if she were waiting for each word to be individually forged, inspected, and approved before they could even have a hope of being flung into the sound waves. She hadn't mentioned her thoughts on the Spartan taking bullets that should have been by all rights and reasons for her, because her mind hadn't fully worked out how to properly file that shaming fact. "Because, now, it wouldn't feel… _right_."

She had spoken the last word with such careful trepidation that it would in fact have been impossible even for a blind man not to have seen the italics. The word itself had left an alien taste on her tongue, leaving several sectors of her brain wondering if they had put it together properly. They didn't have much practice with it, at least not in this sense. It was one thing to _be_ right, it was entirely another to _do_ right.

"Miranda," called the ex-soldier with a small reassuring smile. It was the sort of facial expression one gives to toddlers who have a hard time grasping the concept of certain ideas: compassion, justice, and the like. "It is okay to _do _the right thing from time to time."

"And how does 'doing the right thing' help me with the Illusive Man?" snapped the fair skinned woman without really meaning to. She'd been tossing that particular statement back and forth in her head enough for it to generate a rather large amount of energy from the friction, and any attempt at surfacing was bound to have it come out steaming.

"Well, it may be a little beyond my pay grade to say," started Jacob humbly, taking no offense to the heat. She knew that he had learned to shrug it off long ago, "but it may be worse to anger that particular 'asset.'"

"I've tried that one," replied Miranda gloomily as she joined her acquaintance in leaning against the glass. After a moment she added, "At least, a form of it anyways."

"Well then, you're either going to have to get creative," suggested the well-muscled man as a soft beep emanated from his omni-tool, "or get the Master Chief to trust you."

"If only it were that simple… You know, I believe you and Shepard are rubbing off on me. Why else would I be disobeying orders," stated the Normandy's second dryly with a rare smile. She stared off into the distance for a moment waiting for what a part of her had hoped would be a sarcastic response. However, when none seemed forthcoming she turned her head to face her companion whose own gaze was buried in his omni-tool, paying her no heed. "What is it?"

"Garrus sent out a message to everyon-" started Jacob after a second further, stopping as he looked at Miranda's currently unlit forearm, and then looked back down at his own and corrected himself, "almost everyone on the Normandy. Apparently, the Chief is sparring with Samara…. Uh… Miranda?"

To his credit, the man did look up in time to watch the words chase her out the door.

**OOOO**

Jacob leaned casually against the wall of the lift as he rode it down to the Engineering level. He had had to wait for it to come back up after Miranda's hasty evacuation from their conversation, but now, fifty percent more clothed and a hundred percent more curious, the ex-soldier anticipated the in-flight entertainment.

The ding echoed softly as the exit slid open revealing a rather large gathering of the Normandy's inhabitants. Of course, the sight hardly surprised him. There wasn't entirely too much else to do aside from work and peruse the extranet when in-between destinations. So, when news got around that a fight was going on, even one that was just sparring, well, it would have been unnatural to not congregate toward it.

His eyes roamed the gathering, picking out individuals with a practiced ease. Jack and Grunt were standing side by side, faces all but pressed against the glass window looking out into the cargo bay with expressions that flirted with the realm of maniacal glee. To their right were Tali and Kasumi, chatting away while to their left amongst a rather large grouping of the Normandy's normal crew was Garrus, taking wagers per usual.

_Wait, where's Mir-_, thought Jacob, stopping mid internal question as he finally found his fellow biotic. She was alone, which wasn't surprising. Despite the amount of contacts and informants that she employed, people had a habit of gravitating away from her as soon as they could. It was how she preferred it, but it always caused a glimmer of sorrow to take hold, at least until the next time she snapped at him.

"Jacob," exclaimed Garrus suddenly stopping him before he could go join his recruiter. He had almost forgotten the reason that he had come down here in the first place. The throng of crewmen and women parted neatly as if guided by imperceptible hands. "So glad you could join us. You're just in time. I think they're about to start another round."

"I think I'll just watch for this one," replied the operative thankfully, the statement bringing a look of mock dismay to the ex-CSEC officer's face. However, before the circle could close once more he continued, "I do have this one for the… 'Prospective'… board though."

He handed the Normandy's unofficial bookie a small data pad where he had written an equally small message. The turian cocked his head quizzically but took the proffered tablet and began to read. It had needed to be done this way, otherwise someone else might have caught wind, and as he watched Garrus' eyes widen a fraction, he knew he had been right to do so.

"You're sure?" asked the sniper flatly after a moment, tucking the data pad away for safe keeping. Several pairs of eyes had attempted to see onto the pad, but their disappointed looks revealed that they hadn't the time.

"Positive."

"We are talking about the same person here, right?" questioned the turian further, managing to reclaim his sarcastic demeanor. It was safe to say that anything and everything aboard the ship was fair game to be bet upon, and the ex-CSec officer knew very well that there were few aboard the Normandy who could start a wager like this with any confidence. The two exchanged a glance, information traveling silently between them, and then, with a soft laugh, Garrus said, "Well, I think it's safe to say that _this_ will definitely shake up our next gathering."

"Glad to hear it," answered Jacob and, with the pot of suspicion significantly stirred for the other members of the crew, the Cerberus operative strode silently over to his counterpart to enjoy the view. She didn't acknowledge him as he drew beside her, but he hardly figured she would. Her attention was entirely focused on the scene below. "Jealous?"

A gaze was shot wordlessly in his general direction seeming to burn into his very soul, which was actually quite impressive, as she had managed to do so without bothering to look away from her vantage. A long silent moment erupted in the aftermath, and in the epicenter stood a shamelessly grinning ex-soldier basking in the heat.

"He's learning quickly," offered Miranda eventually as the two below moved toward each other, ready to start the next clash. In older, simpler times, this view may have been enjoyed by several hundred onlookers with flagons of wine and shanks of mutton, all screeching for a good show.

"And?" he prompted nonchalantly knowing that if anyone on this level could provide the best analysis, it would be her.

"See for yourself," she countered quickly, a look of mild annoyance dashing briefly across her features. And, with a small smile, he did.

**OOOO**

The Spartan flew backward outlined lightly with an ebon hue as if borne on invisible wings. From the launch point, the glow around Samara burgeoned with freshly gathered biotic energies as she stared across the cargo bay after the involuntarily retreating form of her opponent. The training had been going rather slowly up until this point, although for good reason.

The large man had taken the time to remove his armor as they had begun, listening intently as she showcased the biotics she personally employed with a brief explanation for each. He listened intently, calm eyes never wavering as he took in the knowledge without question. She didn't doubt for an instant that he understood, that grasp was plain to see in that rapt gaze. A teacher couldn't have asked for a better student.

Then, with her oration complete, and without warning or further hesitation of any kind, the asari launched a ball of amethyst energy at him, easily casting him off his feet. She wasn't much for lectures, Shepard had to have known this. That wasn't how a Justicar trained. Deeds always stuck so much better than words.

Her eyes narrowed as the distant figure of the Master Chief extricated himself from a tumbled stack of supplies, moving lightly as he circled toward her. She waited for it, but there was no shout of indignation or vocalization of any kind for that matter, as would normally be the case with most species who are suddenly and swiftly attacked.

_No_, she thought as she orbited oppositely of the human, waiting for his move, _there wouldn't be any of that, not from him._ She had learned enough of him from the Collector ship to know that for a fact. _He knows what this is_.

They spiraled closer, each one wary of the other as they prowled. Each step was silent, tentative, as if any noise might trigger their pent up energy. They were less than ten paces away now, two pairs of eyes locked and unblinking. At this rate they'd be standing within arm's reach befor-

Her foot touched down on, on, well, whatever it was, it hardly had any of the same factors as the floor; flatness, height, stationary, the important things. Pale blue eyes flickered downward for the barest of moments, secured her footing, then swung back, and, in a time span that could be measured only between ticks of a clock, was almost too late.

Samara's hands rose at the behest of millennia old instincts, sending the biotic energy cascading upon the all too close for comfort Spartan, catching him mid-dive. The Justicar ducked as the Lift field added an unexpected axis of motion and kicked up with a leg, propelling the highly skilled but suddenly disoriented human up further. That, had been entirely too close.

She struck out absentmindedly at the offending bottle sending it skidding far across the smooth floor as her eyes caught a flash of movement from far above.

"It seems we have spectators, Spartan," said the asari loudly enough to be heard over the reverberating sound of several hundred pounds of coiled muscle striking the far wall. After a couple seconds an additional sound filled the chamber, softer than before, the biotics had worn off. She turned to face him, sinews taut as she instinctively prepared for another charge, but there was none. The man was striding forward calmly as if being launched into the air happened to only be a mild inconvenience. He stopped when he came within a handful of steps, waiting patiently. "Shall we continue?"

The Chief nodded, and, for a brief moment, what looked like the ghost of a smile wavered onto his placid face. Not many no-biotics sans shields could be said to enjoy what is generally labelled as unfair bouts, but Samara had held onto a certain measure hope. She was glad that it had not been unfounded.

Her mind slipped into the void once more, calm, clear, floating on ethereal winds. It was the trance that any Justicar learned to make use of whenever was necessary. Eyes, vacant of the haze of excess thought and the half-truths of perception, saw fact. In one fluid, surreal shift of vision, like the wiping clear of oil from glass, the Spartan's composed stance turned into a pillar of tightly wound muscles ready to spring. It was time to see if he could truly handle a biotic.

She had launched the biotic ellipsoid before her mind even registered it, the encapsulated power roaring toward the large soldier with blinding speed and… found him missing. His body blurred in her unburdened sight, rolling forward and under the blast and back onto his feet in the blink of an eye, rocketing forward. Two hands flung forward, sending a broad wave to meet him.

A screech echoed around the chamber as the Spartan skidded back, never quite leaving the ground. He steadied himself and set his feet in the universally known stance of, 'You want some? Right, come get it then.'

An effulgent hand shot forward, as if in answer, and held for a moment. Then, as the large man's eyes narrowed a fraction at the lack of visible activity, Samara made a grabbing motion and pulled back as if starting the universe's largest lawn mower. The Master Chief accelerated frontward and upward, borne aloft by the strength of biotics once more.

As he passed, far out of reach of opposing appendages, she thrust out an arm and flung another sphere at him. The ball elongated as it sped en route for its target and… missed again as the massive man managed to pitch his arms and legs at just the right moment to flip over the energetic projectile.

_Zero gravity training_, thought the asari as she watched the Spartan float unimpededly toward the ceiling. Lift and pull, as they were so commonly known, could induce weightlessness on a target, naturally sending them spinning upward wildly out of control as they flailed helplessly. Any movement at all held very chaotic implications in such a state. Even in her heightened state of cold observance, she could appreciate the feat he had just committed.

The dull thud of his feet hitting the cargo bay's maxim resounded gently as an unruffled gaze focused itself back down out of the persevering penumbra of gravity-defying verve. His hands clasped onto a pair of pipes for added support, giving the whole room, to the casual observer, a feeling as if one world were inverted and placed on top of another.

She felt her body take in a deep ragged breath, like it were trying to politely remind her that too much biotic energy at once does eventually have consequences. In her abstraction however, she took little notice, such concerns were for a future version of herself and she'd pay those debts then.

There was a creak as the field wore off and the pipes took the brunt of the large man's significant reapplied weight. It was swiftly followed by a louder groan as the Chief seemed to shrink back and- She dove forward, moving just in time as the Spartan launched himself from the ceiling like a malformed rocket, impacting heavily with where she had just been standing.

Biotics leapt from her hands again without thought, speeding toward the rapidly approaching soldier, the second managing to catch the man a glancing blow, slowing him slightly. A bare fist lashed out, colliding with her stomach before she could bring her arms up to cover. The force drove her back, but her instincts, not at all comfortable with taking the brunt of that attack, had her rolling with the blow.

Blindly, the Justicar managed to toss another sphere in the veteran's general direction as she continued reeling. She had to create as much space between herself and the Spartan as possible, couldn't allow that strength and speed to close. Sure, she may have been able to throw a stasis on him in a rush, but such unpracticed moves like that were best used when fresh, not when one was half-tired and liable to only get the job half done. Besides, even in this state, this was as close to fun as she got these days.

Muscles twitched and a winded Samara flipped gracefully to her feet, sliding a few more inches before screeching to a halt. She gathered more biotic energy, ready to meet the next charge. She looked up, and was greeted with a view of the Chief standing calmly where he had punched her.

His head was cocked slightly in question, whether wondering if he had hurt her or just asking if she was ready, she did not know. Other less proficient warriors might have been offended by the lack of immediate pressure, determining that one could go easy on another. Those were complaints of the age deficient, now, she would gladly take the time and space provided. Besides, her next attempt would most certainly need both.

Taking a tentative step forward, Samara unleashed all of her pent up energy, the web of ebon vitality engulfing the Master Chief as he tried to dive out of the way. His body convulsed like a demonic marionette as the Reave overstimulated his nervous system. It may have been considered unfair and perhaps even misguided of her to use such a talent on an unprotected squad mate, but the Commander had specifically asked her to instruct him. Biotics had to be experienced, not shown.

The large man rose shakily to his feet as the field wore off, eyes locking onto hers. She allowed herself a smile, that ability was a last resort and always took some effort, but she was glad of mastering it. Not many could say the same-

The disoriented look on the Spartan's face changed to one of pure determination in an instant, and, as if someone had flipped a switch, he tore toward her. Unconsciously, she pulled more dynamism as she prepared another Reave, but she hadn't been ready for this. That kind of recovery time was better displayed by Krogen.

The biotic attack leapt out once more, driving the charger to his knees under an ethereal haze. Alarm bells were starting to go off all along her body now, she needed to give more time between charges if she were to remain effective. But time, she realized as the augmented man rose off the floor, static crackling audibly as he did so, had long since left her side.

Stumbling for a moment, the recalcitrant soldier flew forward again, gaining speed as he pushed past any lasting effects of the malignant energies. Her mind grasped for more ebon vigor, enough for a throw, a lift, something, but it wasn't gathering fast enough. Three steps. Two steps. She threw what she had, it wasn't nearly sufficient.

The tackle was surprisingly gentle for several hundred pounds of muscled human flying at break neck speed. The floor, however, was less accommodating. Samara took in a deep breath and slipped out of the trance, bodily concerns that had all been placed on hold queuing up one by one to be heard. The pressure on her chest subsided as the veteran pushed himself to his feet and offered her a hand.

"Well fought, Spartan," complimented the asari as she accepted the presented appendage. The Chief nodded almost absently in response and then turned and strolled silently over to his supplies.

Her hands brushed away whatever debris had managed to stick to her suit as she fixed her yes upon their spectators above. Credits were changing hands amongst a majority of the gathered observers, however when they noticed her attention, about a score of faces immediately defaulted into expressions conveying messages like: 'I've never seen this huge amount of credits in my life' or 'Gambling? Who? Me?'

There were three however who continued to match her gaze. That number quickly dwindled to one as the convict and the Krogan, looking bored, skulked off, leaving onl-

The Spartan was suddenly beside her, shaking a bottle in her general direction, the sloshing liquid inside catching her attention easily. She took the container gratefully. The water was cool against her parched lips, almost making her forget that she hadn't heard his approach. Almost.

"What did you learn?" asked Samara after a time with the air of a practiced teacher, emptying the bottle in the process.

"To wear armor," replied the soldier almost automatically without even the hint of the smile that might normally have accompanied that statement had it a different origin point. There wasn't even the specter of the grin that had appeared momentarily in their bout.

"A fair assessment," agreed the biotic, her mouth offering a trifling smile as if to make up for the one that must have gotten lost en route to the Chief's face.

"The last attack," started the large man, staring down at her now with a face as blank as a stone and a voice gravelly enough to be one, "what was it?"

"It is known as Reave. It is an ability that uses a biotic field to strike the enemy's nervous system," lectured the Justicar, adopting a similar visage in the face of that, well, face. The two stared for a moment in what seemed like an unannounced bet to see who would blink first.

The game, however, was quickly broken up by a mild convulsion that racked the right side of the Spartan's anatomy. She did her best to keep a straight face, but the arched eyebrow and quizzical expression on the silent man's face could have drawn a grin on a hanar, if they had lips that is.

"Reave is meant to be used in mortal combat," admitted Samara, a very small rogue state of herself contriving to sound somewhat apologetic. It was rapidly overthrown, however. She had judged it necessary, by way of Commander Shepard, to show the man even the lethal abilities, and once a judgment had been cast, there was no turning back. "You may experience side effects, but they will pass."

The soldier snorted a gruff laugh and nodded, somehow managing to convey 'I will take that under advisement for next time' in the simplistic movement. She was glad that she hadn't driven him from wanting another bout, although that had only been a minor worry.

"If you wish, we could begin agai-"

"_Twenty minutes until arrival at Tuchunka. Please prepare cargo bay for departure_," interjected E.D.I., kicking the pair of sparring enthusiasts out of what could have quite probably been an infinite loop of training.

"Perhaps another time then?" suggested the Justicar, her large companion offering a nod before turning toward the scattered supplies around the cargo bay.

"Ma'am?" called the Spartan suddenly before she could even begin to move toward the elevator. "Thank you."

"My pleasure, Spartan," answered the asari, throwing in a nod as if on cue as she pivoted and strode toward the elevator. She was indeed glad to have taken up the Commander on his request, she had gotten all the information that she needed.

And, in the Justicar's mind, a pair of scales tipped.

**OOOO**

The house-not-house sat metaphorically inside herself and considered the data package's first question. She had subroutines constantly scanning the bundle for any delayed subterfuge, but for now, the A.I. was content with the current predicament.

_This statement is false_.

That was what it had said, offering no other words aside from those. So, without any further ado, E.D.I. analyzed the proclamation. It was quite obvious, the packet was telling the truth.

But then, the message would be incorrect.

And then, it would be true…

This continued for several hundred cycles before her logic matrix, wanting nothing more than to deny the very existence of that statement, cast the offending material into a folder that she had made a rather long time ago. Several aboard the Normandy, and, by extension, her, would have labeled it the 'bloody nonsense' container. The A.I., however, knowing quite logically that digital items and beings do not bleed, referred to it as trash. Such cantrips in her earlier stages of existence might have caused her to crash for a day at the mere utterance. She was glad, or what passed for glad for an emotionally neutered cybernetic entity, that she had progressed past that.

_Nonsense_, entered E.D.I., sending the message to the package where it promptly disappeared. She waited for the response, a part of her opening the cargo bay doors for the shuttle's departure as she paused. Then, like the abiogenesis of the universe, a new message appeared in front of her.

_Very good. Round two…_

**OOOO**

The shuttle landed with a graceful thud, and the Commander Shepard strode triumphantly out and stepped onto the debris with a crunch. He looked down, then up and around, and then down once more. It was most certainly the neatest collection of detritus in the general vicinity.

Most stepping out of civilized society would have assumed that a species would take great precautions to making their home world as inviting and cultured as possible. James, however, was hardly surprised to see the rubbish strewn landing pad on Tuchunka. This was the Krogan home world after all, any other opening sight just wouldn't have matched their general misanthropy. He took a second step on the alien planet, hoping beyond hope that he wouldn't begin this particular adventure with a turned ankle.

His mind, working on overtime to compensate for the overall dreariness, inserted an illusory billboard next to the somber chamber's entrance. It read, "Welcome to Tuchunka, birthplace of the Krogan, land of ten thousand ways to die! We've got big green things with teeth, big brown things with teeth, big red buggers with teeth and wings, and did we mention fire? Come on ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, bipeds and quadrupeds, and whatever the hell the rest of you are. We've got more hostility than carnivore at a vegetarian convention." And, next to the rather uplifting slogan would be quite a jolly looking Krogan with welcomingly expansive arms. Yes, that would do quite a lot better than the trio of dour faced humanoids drawing weapons at the approach of his squad.

The engineer shook his head, clearing away what his instincts were calling a rather inconvenient distraction at the present moment. They were never that fun- the silvery white armored Krogans brandished their armament a little more angrily in their general direction- but they were right a good portion of the time.

Before he could speak, however, the third bipedal lizard strode up and fixed him with a glare. No other sentient species in the universe can stare like a Krogan. This is because few other species can utilize the phrase 'You are Food' to describe without mistake anything remotely organic looking.

"The clan leader wants to speak with you," stated the, what Shepard was rapidly deducing by the sound of the male's more rational sounding voice, captain. The officer's eyes flashed briefly in Grunt's direction and then back at the ex-Spectre, a certain measure of annoyance now evident. "Keep your rutting pet on a short leash. Get him the rite soon or put him down."

"Oh, well that is fan-tastic news," replied James in a voice that oozed conviviality like an infectious disease. A deep, throaty growl emanated from some subterranean pit within the opposing humanoid, but the smile the ex-Spectre had plastered upon his face never wavered. "So, I would assume you know what's wrong with him?"

"There's nothing wrong with him," muttered the guard captain in burgeoning annoyance as he waved dismissively for them to move on. "Just go speak with the clan leader."

"So… the tank didn't happen to mention anything about a rite, did it?" asked James as they moved through the archaic door and into a, big surprise here, debris strewn hallway next to debris strewn stairs. For a second he could have sword he saw burning embers off to the side. Really, there might as well be a damnable checklist of boorish décor that they work working through.

"No," answered Grunt simplistically, most likely angry at being called anyone's pet. The brevity left the engineer praying for a fight of any kind to distract the twitchy lizard.

"Doctor?"

"Ritualistic behavior common amongst less progressive species," replied Mordin with a vocal speed that would have left a veteran stenographer scrambling madly to catch up. "Possibly interesting. Permanent flesh manipulation, shows of strength, test of wisdom? Hard to tell. Not enough data."

"Keep it to yourself, pyjack," rumbled the super soldier only mildly threateningly, as the squad moved through another passage heavily bedecked in diatomaceous style. Really, at this point, they might as well have called it a tunnel.

"Meant no offense. Stated fact," explained the Salarian, going into full lecture mode. "Rites necessary for developing beings. Explains pheonom-"

"Doctor, I believe he has stopped listening to you," interjected James with an apologetic smile. The squad continued onward moving through another gateway and came out in front of what seemed like a cave in. Oh, there was an opening at the top, so maybe this was someone's attempt at redecorating.

They climbed upward, looking into what was an expansive, for lack of a better word, room. Complete with verran pit fighting and a throne set up on what looked like a collapsed highway.

_We should all be so lucky as to have a lair like this_, thought the ex-Spectre only half-jokingly as they set off toward the 'dais'. Their way was quickly barred by another guard, who, perhaps by very selective breeding, managed to wear the dourest expression James had ever seen on a Krogan.

"Halt!" barked natural selection's poster child for standing steadfast in a single position for long periods. "You must wait until the clan leader summons you. He is in… talks."

_Thank you, minion_, thought Shepard, knowing very well that saying that out loud may have spurred 'talks' in his general direction. He looked politely around the guard, watching the two Krogan speak. A blue armored one was standing obscuringly in front of the throne, blocking the other mostly from view, but their conversation was quite audible.

"You know what tradition demands," stated the blocker in the presumptuous voice of one who believes they are an advisor in all things, despite what their superiors constantly are telling them otherwise. "Clan Urdnot must respond. Your reforms will not go unopposed. You risk appearing weak at a critical time."

The speaker began to move as he progressed further into this diatribe, gesticulating wildly as if the leader's attention were a ship to be guided onto a landing pad. Finally he had a good view of-

_Wrex?_ Thought James as he locked eyes with his former crew member.

"Shepard?" called out his friend as he leapt off his throne and batted aside his current audience, who offered a rather satisfying grunt of disapproval.

"Will that do?" asked the Commander to the guard, who promptly moved out of the way. He patted the sentinel on the shoulder as he smugly passed adding, "Thanks. You can go back to staring forward now."

"Shepard! My Friend!" bellowed Wrex as he grabbed the ex-Spectre's hand and shook it in a fashion that would make a jackhammer blush. "You look well for dead, Shepard. Should have known the void couldn't hold you."

"Yeah, well," started James as his body continued to try and vibrate several seconds after the vigorous handshake had been completed, "Clan Leader now? Looks like I'm not the only one who's been lucky?"

"Not for me, Shepard, for all Krogan," corrected his large friend rather humbly. This hardly surprised the engineer though. The old acquaintance had always been putting the wellbeing of his people first even when he had just been a mercenary, he'd almost had to kill him because of that. Fortuitously for them both, it hadn't come to that. "Clan Urdnot is just the start. When I'm done, we will be one people again."

"You abandoned many traditions to get your way. Dangerous," warned the other senior Krogan in a tone of voice that suggested that traditions, while maybe not being everything, were damn close. Shepard eyed him for a moment, before flashing his gaze back to Wrex who had already started moving.

The Clan Leader's head slammed into the interloper with enough force to knock him back a step. James attempted to stop himself from smiling, experience telling him that making enemies of any Krogan was something to be done with great reluctance, but the bark of laughter from Grunt had a grin splitting his face in seconds. Oh well, he had at least made the attempt.

"Speak when spoken to, Uvenk. I'll drag your clan to glory whether it likes it or not," warned his friend as he turned his back on the intimidated humanoid. Of course, with a name like Uvenk, which, for some reason, brought to mind several descriptors like conspirator or dirty bastard, Shepard was somewhat amazed that Wrex would consider it safe to turn his back on the likes of the blue crested Krogan. Well, he probably didn't. The wide set eyes of their species made it very difficult to know when they had fully lost sight of you, but even if that weren't the case, the leader had a violent streak that was a shield unto itself. "Now, Shepard. What brings you here? How's the Normandy?"

"Which one?" countered the soldier, the now sitting form of the Krogan giving him a questioning look. Ah, so maybe he hadn't heard all the updates on the attack. It had only been two years, far too soon for an extranet search. "In bits on Alchera. I did get a breathtaking view during the action."

The Commander looked around at the small gathering, waiting for someone to get the joke. After a while, Mordin interjected with an "Ah, clever.", but that was hardly satisfying enough. So, maybe their extranet access was limited down here.

"I got spaced," added the Commander just to clarify.

"Well, you look good," rumbled the red crested Krogan, his deep voice surprisingly bright. Maybe he hadn't heard him right. "Ah, the benefits of a redundant nervous system!"

_"_Yeah…," said James as his face scrunched up in an expression somewhere between amusement and annoyance."Yeah, humans don't have that…"

"Oh, it must have been painful, then," replied Wrex dismissively as if he were handing off a complex budget sheet to an accountant. The ex-Spectre's eye twitched like it was attempting to imitate a ruler that had been cantilevered over a table and twanged violently. "But you're standing here, and you've got a strong new ship. Takes me back to the old days. Us against the unknown… killing it with big guns. Good times."

"So," said the engineer, throwing the word into the brief silence after the clan leader's last statement like a single solitary toe testing water for temperature. "I happen to have a Krogan on my crew… a fairly young one in fact, and he seems to have some sort of sickness. I was hoping you might be able to shine a light as it were on that."

The elder lizard crooked a three fingered appendage at Grunt, beckoning the super soldier forward. He obliged, striding forward confidently to be weighed and measured. Shepard, gladly letting someone else be the main point of interest for all the Krogans scattered across the chamber, stole a quick look toward Wrex, noticing the interested gleam that had come over his eyes.

"Where are you from, whelp?" asked the throned figure as straightforward as only one of his species could be. "Was your clan destroyed before you could learn what is expected of you?"

"I have no clan," answered the Normandy's resident berserker smugly, either unaware or uncaring that seeming to spit upon the need for a clan while in a clan hall was perhaps unwise. "I was tank-bred by Warlord Okeer, my line distilled from Kredak, Moro, Shiagur-

"You recite warlords, but you are the offspring of a syringe!" interjected Uvenk in what is known in the world of politics as a drive-by tirade. James, however, continued to watch his friend, noticing the mischievous glint that had quickly taken up next to the curious one.

"I am pure krogan. You should be in awe."

"Okeer," stated Wrex, mulling on the name for a moment as if he were attempting to see how it tasted, "is a very old name. A very… _hated_ name."

"He is dead," added Grunt with a casual shrug.

"Of course. You're with Shepard. How could he be alive?" At this, the Commander burst out in quick bark of laughter with a levity bordering on the realms of psychotic. When no one else seemed to join in, he offered a polite cough before composing himself and stepping into the limelight once more.

"Much as I enjoy the compliments." And he did, he really did. "I need Grunt a little less… twitchy. What's wrong with him?"

"There is nothing wrong with him," offered the clan leader, making the same statement as the landing pad guard. A moment passed, where several worried sectors of the lone human's brain sent dire messages containing roughly the same apprehensive complaints about being able to provide Grunt enough 'playthings' to satisfy him, but the follow-up quickly stifled them. "He is becoming a full adult."

"Ah, puberty ritual," added Mordin as if he should have been able to figure this out for himself several minutes ago. "Common among species with hormone-driven reproductive urges."

The room's entire complement of salarian despising humanoids fixed the doctor with _The Glare_ at the exact same moment. A rogue portion of the ex-Spectre's mind, perhaps to distract him while it subconsciously shuffled him a few steps further away from the horned alien, brought the thought that if Mordin were made of tinder he'd be aflame by now.

"I don't care what aliens call it," said Wrex eventually, drawing the collective's attention once more, perhaps, even out of pity for the salarian. No, James knew him better than to even think that. "Krogan undergo the Rite of Passage."

"Too far, Wrex!" barked the blue crested Uvenk while he valiantly, and probably wisely, retreated from the gathering, sowing threats in his wake. "Your clan may rule, but this thing is not Krogan."

"Idiot," snorted the seated Krogan derisively. He spat, as if to clear the venom of Uvenk's words from his head, and then turned back to the tank-bred. "So, Grunt? Do you wish to stand with Urdnot?"

"He asked you," said Shepard in tones of a man who didn't want to touch that answer with a ten foot pole as Grunt turned to look at him questioningly. The young humanoid turned again, pondering the offer as he surveyed the 'room.'

"It is in my blood. It is what I am for."

"Good boy," congratulated Wrex, as a grin that would threaten to detach the top of a human's head had it been located there stretched languidly across his scarred face. "Speak with the shaman – he's over on the second level. Give him a good show, and he'll set you on the path… You too, Shepard… How many times have you stepped in a mess for your crew, hmm?"

"Oh, you know I can't help myself. There was one more thing though." The stare that affixed itself onto the clan leader's face and plainly stated that a great many words had already been spoken in the past five minutes; 'One more thing' had better be short. "I'm also looking for a salarian. He was captured by the Blood Pack and brought here."

"My scout commander can direct you. He's probably near the perimeter running target practice. Don't take too much of his time. I need a constant watch on the other clans." The Krogan stopped as he watched the contemplative look come over James' face, coughed once, and then continued. "You're going to be busy here on our little world."

"Hmm? Oh… yes. About that," replied the ex-Spectre distractedly as an interesting idea came to mind. "E.D.I., send the shuttle back up for Garrus, Jack, and the Master Chief. Have them here ASAP."  
>"<em>Of course, Commander.<em>"

"Reinforcements?" asked Wrex incredulously, shifting in his throne as he pondered the change in development. "As I recall, we never moved in groups larger than three? Taking it easy on them?"

"You'll see. We'll wait here for now," said Shepard, looking around for a moment and then back to Wrex, an almost mockingly serious expression plastering itself onto his face. "Is that an albino verran fighting in the pits over there? Last time I heard, they were very rare… almost extinct…"

"Ah, for you this may be the slow death of a species for sport…For me… it's Tuesday."

**Next Chapter: Chapter 14 – Don't Feed the Animals**
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**Chapter 14 – ****Don't Feed the Animals**
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**Disclaimer: Own Mass Effect and Halo I do not.**

Reg ran on, his mind unable to give proper direction as survival instinct picked out paths at random. After what seemed like ages, he stopped in the middle of one of the countless dreary grey hallways of _The Dawn_ and began to draw in deep lungfuls of air. The guard looked backward for the first time since his initial flight, but no one had followed.

Guilt welled up suddenly as he thought back to the echoing screams of his comrades. He should have stayed to help, should have tried to kill those horrid wriggling shapes, but his body had reacted far too quickly for bravado or loyalty when those things started to drop from the ceiling.

His hand shot to his ear. Someone had to warn the _Lelantos; e_asily a quarter of her crew had been in the mess when the attack happened. Someone had to tell them before they started to send out search parties.

"Damn it," he cursed as he realized he had left his helmet back on the table. He didn't even bother grabbing for his Omnitool; Mil had confiscated it after catching him playing one too many games of solitaire. It wasn't his fault that guarding this damnable ship had been so very boring up until now.

Reggie looked around, trying to gage his relative position on the hulk. Luckily his random flight hadn't taken him too far from his patrol route two nights ago. He offered a silent prayer to whatever deity still saw fit to watch over the affairs of this universe and started forward again.

The Cerberus soldier moved as quietly as he could in his combat armor, his footsteps drawing only a muffled clanking from the metal floor. His eyes swiveled frantically as they tried to keep every shadow within sight all at once. Reg had to pause several times to reestablish his bearing on the still unfamiliar ship.

Despite his struggles, he was almost to the hanger where a docking station had been established with the _Lelantos_. The young guard picked up the pace, throwing caution to the wind as he drew closer to his destination. Only a few doors left now, and then back to –

The warbling gurgle echoed down the hallway, freezing Reg in his tracks. The noise seemed to bounce around the metal walls for what felt like minutes, springing every warning flag that had ever existed in his mind at the exact same moment. He tested a step forward, a second wave of that dreadfully wet noise reverberated down the walkway. His instincts forced a step backward, a cacophony of burbles seemed to stretch down the passage like an ooze.

_Shit_, thought the Cerberus soldier as he continued to subconsciously proceed backwards. _Shit, shit, shit, shit, shi-_

Suddenly, the door to his right opened and a strong hand pulled him bodily into the darkness before he even had a chance to shout.

**OOOO**

_Now where the spirits did she go?_ thought Garrus as he walked through the familiar doors to engineering and found the normal station of his favorite quarian empty. Gabby and Ken were gone too, but they were probably just heading toward the comms room, loyal watchers as they were. He checked the core room just to be sure, but she wasn't in there either. So, knowing that the engineer would return eventually, the ex-CSec officer dug in and waited.

Tali had been rather hard to find ever since the Normandy had made its brief venture onto Illium. Of course, it hadn't occurred to him that she might be doing it on purpose until she had started missing their dinners together. After all the grief that she had given him about missing any of them, that was the biggest tell of all. Then, when he had thought that he'd be able to get her to unwind and let loose during a nice relaxing game of Skyllian 5, the Commander walks in and scares her off.

James had been equally reluctant to offer any suggests, leaving the former Archangel in the dark. The one fact he had been able to put together, although it hadn't been that hard, was that the pair had fought and it had not been pretty. He knew that it probably wasn't his business to get to the bottom of this, but the two were probably stubborn enough to keep this going for far too long.

And so, deep in thought, the turian waited, even when he knew that he should have gone up to the comms room to start the next round of betting. Kasumi would have to manage. He just hoped the thief didn't get bored while she operated in his place. He didn't believe that would be the case, not with Jacob's new wager to stir the pot ever so nicely, but the unauthorized borrower could grow uninterested at the drop at the hat.

A loud clang from outside of engineering startled him from his thoughts; it was quickly followed by a wordless shout that bore all of the telltale signs of an angry Jack. Garrus stifled an urge to retreat to a less hostile section of the ship, but curiosity, knocking out the more cautious parts of his brain from behind and taking control, had him inching toward the psychopath's domain.

"What the fuck are you doing in here?" he heard the biotic snarl as the turian worked his way tentatively down the dimly lit stairs. He could see the familiar luminosity of biotics further in, a sight that had survival instincts bolt upright and fighting curiosity in a flash. The brief brawl lasted only a moment, stopping as a second familiar voice emanated out of the red and purple lit darkness.

"Fixing the –" stated Tali, surprisingly nonchalant for someone so near to one of Jack's 'little episodes.' The quarian had actually finished the sentence, but Garrus' mind had long ago developed a habit of filtering out engine related tech babble. He had tried a couple of times to take in everything that his friend would spout about her favorite topic, but it tended to try to unseat his extensive knowledge of weapon calibrations and that just wouldn't do.

"And who the fuck said you could come down here?" countered Jack, the angry tinge in her voice down several notches, much to the ex-CSec officer's relief. The ebon radiance faded as he reached the bottom and finally caught sight of the two, his remaining reservations dropping back down to normal levels.

"No one," replied Tali as she crossed her arms and fixed the biotic with her best attempt at an intimidating glance. The absurdity of the sight almost caused Garrus to bark a quick laugh, however luckily for him; he was able to smother the impulse. The quarian could do stubborn and angry, but intimidation was a step beyond her abilities. "But, if you want one of these conduits to rupture while you're down here, then be my guest."

The two stared at each other for a time, the standoff almost drawing the turian from his concealment. However, just as he was about to stride forward with his best 'I have no clue what's going on, because I certainly have not been eavesdropping, but I would love to help' expression, Jack walked up and grabbed a pile of cred chits that had been sitting casually off to one side.

"Just don't touch my stuff," muttered the biotic in what was probably the closest she would come by way of apology at this time. And, with the final warning shot fired, the psychopath turned and headed up the opposite stairs.

"You can come out now," stated the quarian as the sound of receding footsteps dimmed, her arms still crossed. "I'm not blind, Vakarian."

"I don't think I ever said you were," offered Garrus with a slight cough as he straightened and emerged from his hiding place.

"You could have helped with that," pointed out the engineer in a mildly annoyed tone of voice. Her foot began to tap, the well-known Tali 'What do you have to say?' stance.

"And risk a dramatic entrance?" answered the turian feigning shock at the prospect, the flanged rings to his voice rife with mock terror. "No, I'd never want to do that."

"Liar," countered Tali with a small laugh as she turned back to her work. After a moment she added, "So, not that I don't like the attention, but what are you doing down here?"

"Can't a turian just come down to say hi to a friend?"

The enviro-suited alien paused in her ministrations, let out a low sigh, and fixed him with a look. It was the helmeted equivalent of 'pull the other one, it hath bells on.' In a straight translation to turian, it may have literally turned into to something along the lines of 'look at my [explicit word removed]. It jingles.' Unfortunately, universal language programs have a habit of ruining such lovely misinterpretations.

"Fair enough," conceded the sniper as he leaned against one of the supporting pillars and settled himself in for the conversation. "You've been acting strange lately."

"Strange?" echoed Tali all too quickly as her work increased to speeds that could only be attained by guilt. She really needed to turn off quarian communication mode, it was just too easy. Maybe there was a switch or something on the back of her environmental suit for it.

"Let's see," started the ex-CSec officer, theatrically bringing a hand up and tapping the side of a mandible while the other began to count absentmindedly. "You've been quiet…er than usual anyways, you've been harder to find, you look like you're about to take on a Thresher Maw when you see the Commander, you've started missing our dinners… and I could go on, but I think you get the idea."

There was another moment's pause as the engineer slowly stopped working until her hands hung as if frozen in the air. Perhaps realizing that there wasn't any use in trying to hide it anymore, he did not know. However, when Tali turned around, it was in the shy way she had normally exuded when she had just been another scared quarian on her pilgrimage.

"It's okay, Tali," offered Garrus in far more sympathetic tones, completely dropping all pretenses of his normal sarcastic demeanor. He placed a reassuring appendage on her shoulder. "I know something happened between you and Shepard, and whatever it was, it rattled you."

"I… confronted him… before we left Illium," started Tali slowly, as if she were translating from some ancient text and wanted to ensure every word was correct. "He's changed, Garrus."

"As have I," replied the sniper as he struck a gallant pose. He knew he looked like an ass, but a well-meaning ass has a habit of getting excused for such behavior. "Haven't you heard about the dreaded Archangel? Former gallant CSec officer turned vigilante. Scourge of Omega? I've heard he has a sort of roguish and handsomely scarred face. It's sai-"

"Keelah, I'm being serious," barked the engineer as his antics pulled her out of her self-pity kicking and screaming into the realm of annoyance. It was a better look for her, even if he became the lightning rod of said annoyance.

"So am I," countered Garrus as he took up a comfortable position on the support beam once more. Before he could finish his thought, however, a synthesized voice echoed into the chamber.

"_Garrus, report to the cargo bay. Commander Shepard requests your presence planet side._"

The ex-CSec officer watched as the words settled into the conversation like an unexpected snow, sending Tali as rigid as the column he leaned against. He'd never actually been around the quarian while the A.I. was speaking, but he was hardly surprised.

"I threw away all the codes that had I believed in for years to go to Omega and stop what I could. I changed," said the sniper, continuing as if he hadn't just been ordered by an illegal artificial intelligence. When he had told Joker about this alteration of beliefs, recounting his adventures as he went, the pilot had called him something. It had been somewhere along the lines of 'the turian version of… bad-man was it?'... it wasn't really all that important right now.

"That's different," replied Tali, throwing her hands up in frustration. "You were just doing what you thought was the right thin-"

"And what do you think Shepard is trying to do?" asked Garrus suddenly, interrupting the suited alien mid-correction. He looked back at his friend, noting the cocked head of confusion. A long low sigh escaped his mouth, the noise reverberating around the dimly lit chamber like wind through a canyon. "Spirits, I'm not saying that what he's doing is right, but I can understand it."

She continued to watch him, confusion detouring briefly in the realm of curiosity before speeding off into the lands of disbelief. The sniper wanted to laugh, and he almost did as he observed the obvious progression of emotions on the quarian. He really needed to find that over-communication switch on her suit.

"Doubting me? You should know better than that by now," stated the ex-CSec officer with what passed for a grin on his scarred features. He opened his mouth to continue. He closed his mouth. A light had flashed on in his head, blinding the auditory operators into temporary inactivity. Oh, well, that was a good idea. "Maybe you should go on this one instead of me. You've always said how much you've wanted to see Tuchunka."

"When have I ever said that?" Arms crossed in front of a suited chest, the suspicion palpable.

"_Probably never_," he muttered as he pushed off his support and made for the stairs, beckoning for her to follow. She did, after a second, drawing up beside him as they scaled the flight. "But, I do think it would be good if you spent some time with the Commander."

"Are you sure you don't just want to spend more time in the comms room?"

"Well, there is that, but who else can hold onto all their money," he replied with a short chuckle.

"Isn't Kasumi your 'partner'?" pointed out the quarian as she crooked two sets of digits in that odd way humans normally did when they were trying to emphasize their sarcasm.

"She'd definitely be able to hold onto the money, but the difference is that I'd eventually give it back," countered the ex-CSec officer as they reached the elevator. "Besides, you know I'm right."

He gave her his best, what had Joker called it again? Ah, that's right, puppy dog eyes. Kasumi had told him that they actually were quite effective.

"Keelah, alright. Just stop looking at me like that," muttered Tali as she relented to his request, "You look like a Vorcha pleading for a meal."

"You're a good friend," complimented Garrus, sweeping his arms expansively as he offered first use of the lift to her.

"Bosh'tet."

"Fair enough."

**OOOO**

There is a saying, well, of course there is a saying. There is always a 'saying'. The word has more utility than a caped crusader's belt. Perhaps, it is better to state that there is a belief that anger is fluid, with waters constantly churning from the gusts of other passions jockeying for control. It exists in us all. For some, it may resemble something closer to a pond, but for others it is an ocean with waves crashing constantly against the walls of control.

Regardless of the size of the body of emotion, it will always find a way to fill up its entire vessel. This, then, might lead to the belief that only beings of great magnitude can experience an equivalent form of rage. That is, however, quite incorrect. Any fluid, no matter how vast, can exist in any receptacle with enough pressure. The only difference is how long the stress can be endured, and in a corner of the Normandy's shuttle, in the mind of an unstable biotic, a boiling whistle began to sound.

The noise had begun as a hiss like an old train whistle, filling her head with its incessant din. Some might say that it is at times like these when a person should start taking deep breaths and counting back from ten. Some, unfortunately, did not have ten Krogans worth of spite and malice crammed into a body a fraction of the recommended size.

Clenching her jaw, she shoved the annoyance down, bottling it up was the only thing she could do right now in the confines of this damn shuttle. The engine thesaurus and the walking bulkhead were 'crew' and 'not to be bad touched'. Damn Shepard and his damn stupid rules for shipboard safety. The biotic wasn't much for actually following the rubrics, but the ex-Spectre had a knack for finding the most annoying ways to lecture her. Men and woman had tried pain, threats, pleasure, and so many other creative ways to make her obey, and none had worked for long. Who the hell could possibly have known blind fucking honesty and sincerity mixed with damnable sarcasm could achieve it?

"_Proceed through the door and along the corridor. Shepard will greet you at the end_," stated the synthesized voice as the drop ship came to a jarring landing, knocking her from her mental aerobics. The hatch opened, revealing a world that had more greys and browns than a picture of a landslide during a dust storm.

_Shithole_, she thought offhandedly as she followed Tali quickly off the ship, not wanting to be behind Jolly Green. If there was anything that might preemptively set off her temper as of now, it would be the constant sight of _him_.

The door opposite their landing pad was guarded by two helmeted krogan, and, at the group's approach, they lifted their weapons with the sureness of beings who had to study a highly simplistic flowchart to be able to perform their job effectively. The quarian took a step further as if to speak, but before she could, one of the sentinels held up a hand.

"We aren't accepting beggars today," growled the larger of the two, the other grunting a quick laugh at the assumption.

A pressure gauge wound up further in her mind as the low whistling grew to audible levels once more. It was one thing for her to insult her crewmates, mates used rather loosely here, but that was just a workplace necessity as far as the biotic was concern. It was, however, entirely another story for outsiders to be doing it. It wasn't much, but Jack had developed a weird sort of fondness for a portion of the team, not _the _Bitch or the Iron Chef of course, but you get the idea.

The psychopath pushed past her suited ally and walked directly up to the guard who had spoken, looking the krogan directly in the sockets of his helmet. A shotgun prodded into her chest, the universal symbol for 'please take a step back.'

"I've always wondered," said the ex-convict in a voice as dry as a desert, disregarding the dangerous position of the weapon as she let a wicked smile smear its way onto her face like an oil spill, "what a Krogan's liver looks like."

The threat hung in the air like an anvil, and only grew in size as the immediate environs around Jack took on a hazy purple hue. Before the metaphorical weight could fall, however, a heavy hand landed on her shoulder and bore her back a step. The biotic snarled as she attempted to turn and accost what she knew to be the Spartan, but the grip held her firmly in place.

_I will burn you in your sleep you metallic muppet,_ thought Jack diabolically as her teeth ground down almost hard enough to form diamonds. Before the words could be summoned into reality though, the door slid open and a third krogan strode out. His head swiveled as he took in the new squad and his underlings before settling on the two guards.

"The clan leader is expecting them," grumbled the captain as he shoved his subordinates' weapons down to a less threatening position. Turning back to the trio, he added, impossibly in gruffer tones, "Get going. I've had enough of your kind today."

"We're not all humans," informed Tali, showing a surprising amount of backbone towards the annual winners of several Darwinism awards as the squad walked by.

"Damn squishes," Jack heard the Krogan counter as the door slid shut behind them, but she hardly cared. Her attention was focused incessantly on the olive drabbed wall in front of her. She tried to hold it back, she truly, truly did, but she had to let something out. She had to be at least somewhat useful during whatever Shepard had in store.

"Never… touch me again," warned the psychopath as she threw a big enough of a biotic sphere to get the large man's attention. She wanted him to turn around sharply, wanted him to yell or do something… normal. The Chief, however, against her wishes, whether on purpose or not she did not know, barely even looked back before offering a slight nod, turning back to the path at hand, and proceeding forward once more. A baleful, hazel colored eye twitched at the casual dismissal, but it had been just enough venting for now. _Deliberate, patient, fucker._

After a moment she followed, the whistle now only a faint disturbance at the back of her mind. The biotic jogged up and around the slowly striding figure of the Spartan and came up beside her other encapsulated ally. She needed to keep _him_ out of eyesight as long as possible, and she'd learned there were worse people on the Normandy to walk beside than the quarian.

"You shouldn't attack squad mates," stated Tali disapprovingly after the two had matched stride. Jack turned slightly to take in the engineer who hadn't bothered to do the same for her. My, she was being a bold one today.

"Do you always do what you're told?" countered the biotic as she continued to fix her ally with an unblinking stare. At the question, the young alien faltered as if slapped by an unseen hand.

"What? No, I-"

"So, Garrus asking you to take his spot for him was what exactly?" probed the psychotic, not even bothering to hear her entire excuse. As bullheaded as she could be at times, she was no fool.

"That's different," justified Tali flatly, as she regained her stride.

"Whatever you say," conceded the ex-convict smugly, a mischievous smile growing on her face. And, to its credit, the impish crescent managed to hang onto its position for several seconds before her eyes noticed the quarian staring at her and it began to fade. "You expecting something, bucket head?"

"An apology for what happened in the engineering bay would be nice," stated the tech expert plainly, and, not for the first time, the heavily tattooed woman wondered if Tali had had a backbone installed into her suit. She might have even been impressed if the quarian hadn't been asking her for an apology. Those were always a terrible habit to get into.

"Keep expecting," provided Jack, her voice dripping more cynicism than a melted pragmatist as she waited for a response. When none came, she looked back to see if big no-name had any thoughts, but the man continued to walk on as if he couldn't hear them. Of course, who knew what could be happening behind that impenetrable visor. He could be watching _Fleet and Flotilla_ for all she knew. She turned back, he wasn't worth the thoughts.

Another door slid open, bringing one more lovely pile of geodes into view, and after scaling it like an escalator in reverse, finally caught sight of the Commander. Mordin and he seemed to be standing somewhat nervously in the middle of a gaggle of krogan. A Gaggle? A Murmuration? A Murder? Yeah, a murder of krogans sounded better.

Regardless, the spectacle of the ex-Spectre doing his best to not shift from side to side while chatting up such a large gathering of the everything-avores managed to muscle a small amount of amusement into the biotic's dark, for lack of a better term, heart. What might have been the first step in a complete change of nature, was short lived, however, as a pleased voice shot their way.

"Glad you all could make it," shouted the human engineer expansively as the new trio made their way over. The crowd dispersed at their approach, and the relief that had been in their leader's voice drifted quickly over his face before his normal bemused expression kicked the revealing expression to the curb. "For those of you who don't know, this is Wrex."

At the introduction, Jack watched as the clan leader swept forward and halted directly in front of the Master Chief, sniffing inquisitively. Of course that big bastard would immediately get all the attention, what was even worse was how humble he always was about it. It was enough to make you sick, well, so was the idea of getting nasally felt up by a strange alien, but that was hardly the point.

"Human?" questioned the scaly leader as he turned back to the Commander. "Shepard, I get the feeling you've left out a few tales."

"Good to see you too," stated Tali wryly almost immediately grabbing the lizard's attention. So, this was another one of Shepard's previous crew. Guess he had made a habit of having a token krogan on board. Not a bad strategy though, all things considered.

"Tali," answered the Clan Leader with a stoic nod, his verbal dexterity bringing what could have been an icebreaking reunion to a grinding silence spewing halt.

"It has, hasn't it? Wait… uh … Tali?" interjected the human engineer as his mind finally registered what his eyes must have been screaming at him to notice. "Wasn't Garrus supposed to-"

"He was," admitted the quarian in a tone of voice that the biotic could have sworn the suited alien had stolen from her own small personal supply of frosty ire. If the Commander noticed the unnatural blizzard conditions, however, he didn't show it, "but he asked if I could join instead."

"I- okay. We'll just make this work," relented Shepard, his mouth opening and closing several times before managing to blurt out his _acceptance_. The ex-Spectre sighed loudly, apparently trying to wipe the last few seconds from his memory, and by the calm expression that wormed its way back onto his face, it seemed he had succeeded. "So, introductions, reunions, and… 'interesting' developments aside, you're probably wondering why I called you down here."

_Just get on with it_, thought the biotic, surprisingly managing to keep the demand unspoken. It did not, however, keep the large profanity strewn sector of her brain from adding in a quiet mumble, "Long winded bastard."

"We have two tasks to get done and, as much as I'd love to have an extended stay on this… vibrant world," explained the human engineer, only putting a very small amount of sarcasm into the last words. It was a certain overgrown humanoid's, one whose natural instincts included evisceration, home world after all. "Besides, I was hoping to take this time to have a little… team building."

_Team building_. Those two words garnered about as much dread in her mind as the phrase 'You're going to die in the worst way possible.' Trust the Commander to make the possibility of killing sound slightly unappealing.

"Tali, Mordin, you're with me. We'll find your missing prodigy, doc." There was that sincerity again. It was almost genuine enough to trigger the biotic's gag reflex. Well, at least she wouldn't have to deal with him for very much longer today. That just left Grunt and – oh. "Jack, Chief, you're with Grunt. Help him however you can with this 'Rite of Passage.' Oh, and if things get dicey, Chief, I trust you to make the right call... Do try not to kill each other."

"What?" managed Jack in a dark disbelieving tone while Grunt growled his perturbation.

"Just trust me on this," answered the ex-Spectre calmly as he grinned and stared down the krogan super soldier first, receiving a grumbled, but sincere "Yes, battlemaster" for his troubles. With one down, the engineer's beatific smile swung her way, managing to cram every one of his most sincere and sarcastic explanations within the gleam of those pearly whites. The biotic tried to meet the inaudible 'threat' with one of her own, but soon found her eyes twitching and watering from the effort. Hell, it was like nails on a chalkboard when he started acting like that.

"You know what? Fine! Whatever!" grumbled Jack morosely as she gave in to the Commander's demanding smile. He nodded approvingly, the almost condescending gesture serving only to darken her mood. "Just let me kill something… soon."

"I like her," rumbled the one Shepard had called Wrex. Normally that might have been taken as a compliment. The look she swung at the krogan, however, could have sliced through a mountain, but the only visible effect seemed to be a toothy grin spreading across the clan leader's scarred face.

She stared into that smiling leathery visage for a moment, then into those vertical slits that had witnessed the dusk of so many lives, and in the sweetest voice she could manage, she answered.

"Fuc-"

**OOOO**

The psychopath and the berserker headed off toward where the krogan known as Wrex had indicated the shaman would be located, mayhem already promised in their all too similar gazes. Before he could follow, however, the Commander grabbed his arm. Normally, this action typically involves the grabber trying to spin the grabbee around, but in this case it wasn't even tried. A half ton of metal is hard to force into doing anything even if it isn't sentient.

"This is me trusting you with them, remember that," stated the ex-Spectre in a voice so even it threatened to void the existence of prime numbers. The man's grey eyes looked piercingly into his faceplate as if reading an invisible script.

"Understood," accepted the Spartan, suppressing an urge to salute. Ever since coming aboard the Normandy, he had started restraining more and more of his memorized doctrine, causing the instincts only to scream more for his attention. There were no true commanding officers here, this was just a … what… mutual arrangement?

"Good," retorted the human engineer as he released his grip, a mischievous glint coming to his eyes. "They're a handful, but I have a feeling you'll do fine."

With that, the smaller man pivoted and headed toward his own squad, leaving the Master Chief to do the same.

"_See? Progress_," chimed in Cortana encouragingly as he double-timed it to his teammates, drawing more than a few stares from the surrounding Krogans. "_Now we just have to make it through the next few hours with the wonder twins here… You've got a plan for them, right?_"

The large man thought for a moment, his mind had already started sifting through past experiences the moment Shepard had given his blessing. It was, however, currently coming back with no relevant matches each time it tried to search. He broadened the parameters. What did you try when one of your 'soldiers' was likely to fly into a maddeningly berserk state while the other one was liable to try and stab you in the back?

"Think I'll improvise," replied John with the only answer his organized memories could scrape together at this time. "Shake things up a bit."

"_Somehow_," started the AI with a sigh that was purely for his benefit, "_I think I knew you were going to say that_."

Before she could add more, though, the armored man had caught up with his team; a set of stairs offering the party a clear path further into the, for lack of a better word, stronghold.

"This is the great Krogan home world?" asked Grunt rhetorically as they began to ascend. Each step creaking slightly under the Spartan's weight, causing Jack to turn with eyebrows raised in what the Chief could only interpret was an exasperated 'Really?' "This is the land of Kredak, Shaigur, and Veeoll?"

"_All notable Krogan clan leaders,_" interrupted his digital friend with the enthusiasm of one who, while being shanghaied into taking an informational tour, found that they were rather enjoying themselves. Then, as if it were an afterthought, she added, "_You know, in case you were wondering."_

"This rock is barely worth standing on!" continued the hulking humanoid in a grumble just loud enough for his squad mates to hear. The ex-convict stifled a derisive laugh, while John calmly, but, more importantly, silently, determined that it was hardly his place to judge. "Never thought I'd miss the tank."

"Aw, it might not be so bad," interjected Jack in what was probably her best attempt at reassurance. She almost was managing to sound sincere. "At least if we break anything, we won't have to worry about complaints from the locals."

"_These two are definitely interesting_," intoned Cortana, verbalizing the Spartan's own thoughts. There really wasn't much else to say that didn't involve, well, interesting dialogue.

"This isn't your 'home world'," countered Grunt in a grumble as they reached the apex. More Krogan, not very surprisingly, were scattered about on this terrace, but there was at least a little bit of a change of scenery. One of the hulking lizards was wearing what looked to be cloth instead of standard issue krogo-wear, ergo, body armor. This had to be the shaman. Unfortunately, it seemed the venerable, roughly speaking, humanoid was otherwise engaged at the moment.

"You go beyond yourself, Gatatog Uvenk!" warned the elder in a growl to the three Krogan opposite him, the unarmored lizard somehow managing to seem more threatening than the others. "The rites of Urdnot are dominant!"

"_Well, this looks important_," offered the artificial intelligence as the squad approached the audience. Fortunately for the trio, the disputants were too enrapt to notice. They looked like they needed to have this out.

"How do we know it will challenge him? He's unnatural," retorted the leader of the opposing three with the air of a man, er, lizard who was simply moving down a list of excuses until one stuck. Who knows how long this argument had lasted? Regardless, let us just simply call this excuse number seventeen. "The beasts of the Rite could ignore him like a lump of plastic!"

"_Beasts, huh?_" piped in Cortana ponderously. "_There's several scenarios down the drain_."

"Several?" asked the Master Chief in a mildly amused tone. Ritualistic rites weren't really a part of a Spartan-IIs education, so what chance did he have of guessing the contents of the mission when it wasn't just a rite but a Rite. If one were so inclined, you could practically taste the sacredness of the capitalization.

"_Well, a girl's got to stay busy_," admitted his artificial friend sheepishly, he could almost hear the shrug in her words. "_Besides, there isn't really the greatest extranet access down here, and what little there is doesn't have anything on the rituals of Krogan pubescents. Really, they keep pretty much everything on isolated drives. What fun is that?_"

"The beasts know blood, no matter the womb," the Chief heard the Shaman counter in deeper tones than the average Krogan. That is to say, the humanoid's voice went from the setting of gravel to rockslide. "Your barking does not help your case."

"I'll speak for myself," interjected Grunt suddenly as the armored human observed his squad mate stride boldly into the debate. More importantly, the seasoned veteran noticed the vertical slits that passed for pupils on Uvenk's face narrow to a paper's width. That one would need watching.

"This is the tank bred?" asked the ritual keeper curiously as he gave the young super soldier a once over then stepped forward and sniffed. Both motions gave the Spartan the impression of a set of old fashioned scales tipping precariously from side to side just above the mystic's head. "It is very life like. Smells correct as well. Your protests ring hollow, Uvenk."

"Enough bullshit," stated Jack chaotically, stomping forward as well before the Chief could rein her in. Five sets of predatorial eyes swung the diminutive biotic's way, but she didn't flinch. There were only three possible reasons for this, bravery, arrogance, or stupidity and John had a fairly decent idea of what combination it was. "The big guy's ready for your damn rite. Just point us at something to kill."

"_Are we sure that she's entirely human?_" asked Cortana in a distractedly curious voice as a silence erupted in the aftermath of the convict's demand. "_She seems vicious enough to be at least some part Krogan._"

"I like your dismissal of our rituals even less than Uvenk's challenges," rumbled the shaman as he straightened himself to his full height to tower over the small woman. If only she would have remembered to at least capitalize the 'rite' in her seemingly blasphemous statement. The biotic, however, continued to stare defiantly at, that is to say up at, the humanoid. Of course, there is no necessity to act cautious around what could be considered several hundred pounds of evolution's most successful attempt at the 'the more the merrier' tactic, it's just recommended. "And my word determines whether a Rite will proceed."  
>"<em>Apparently there actually does seem to be a limit to Krogan bloodthirstiness. Huh, who'd have known?<em>" remarked his digital partner as the Chief placed a hand on Jack's shoulder and gently, but firmly, pulled her back a step. Surprisingly and perhaps listening to what was most likely the very tiny voice of common sense, the biotic only provided a half-hearted attempt at resistance just for the look of the thing before relenting.

"If this must stand on ritual, then I invoke a denial," stated Uvenk emphatically as the blue crest on his head swung from side to side with the passionate demand. "My krant stands against him. He has –"

"Us," countered the Master Chief in soft gravely tones, but loud enough to draw the attention of every being in the conversation. He watched as the naysayer's eyes somehow managed to narrow even further, but before the teal crested Krogan could speak, the Shaman pushed past and drew up in front of Jack and John. Despite the sudden attention, the large man couldn't get the picture of Cortana smiling and vigorously giving him a thumbs up out of his head.

"Two humans wish to endure the Rite?" asked the elder, his tone flecked with curiosity. The unarmored alien sniffed at the lone earth-bornes, as if he could satisfy his inquiry by smell alone.

"Listen," interjected Jack in a tone as dark as her favorite jokes as she drew herself up to her full unimpressive height. In her current company, she seemed like only a child… a heavily tattooed, swear heavy, highly dangerous child. "I don't really care what you think about humans, but he's going to go through with this fucking Rite and show you why he deserves to be in your damn clan, and we're going to help."

"_That was actually kind of sweet. You know, in an uncouth kind of way,_" stated the AI in an amazed voice, drawing a small laugh from the Spartan.

The cloth garbed humanoid stared down again at the heavily inked bald woman, and, if the Chief were the swearing sort, he would have sworn that if the Krogan had eyebrows, one would definitely have been raised right now.

"I may not enjoy your choice of words," stated the elder in his deepest voice yet, "but I believe you understand our ways. For most aliens, and even some Krogan cannot say the same."

"Aliens don't know-" began Uvenk striding up beside the Shaman to conduct his own investigation of the humans who would dare interrupt excuse number nineteen. However, before the lizard could even begin to get to the meat of his argument, Cortana began speaking as well.

"_Chief, I need you to listen to me. I have an idea, but you might not like it_."

"Try me," responded the armored man flatly as his mind picked up on the context behind the challenger's words. He could do with something 'unconventional' right now.

"_He's challenging you… us, and after looking at what files I do have on their species, there is one thing we could try_," stated the artificial intelligence, in an attempt at beating around the bush that would have left said shrubbery leafless.

"Meaning?"

"_Head-butt him_," suggested his friend evenly.

"What?" A tinge of surprise wormed its way into his voice. Yes, this whole ordeal was about to become very unconventional for his tastes. He did, however, open his mind to the prospect as his friend explained herself quickly.

"_You heard me. Look, based off of what I could find this could both impress the Shaman and piss off every Krogan in the room or just piss off every Krogan in the room, but we don't really have many options right now. We can't let this keep us from getting this mission done. The Commander is trusting us, remember? Besides… you know you want to._"

John considered this for a moment as he watched the blue crested Krogan continue to rant about the failings of humans. Up to excuse twenty-five by now? Well, that was strike one. He was standing between the Chief and his mission, so that was strike two. Now where was –

Uvenk jabbed a stubby finger into the Spartan's breastplate, now focusing his rant in the soldier's direction. Ah, there was strike three.

The large human shifted suddenly, head snapping down to crash into its teal hued target. The force of the impact sent the all too mouthy humanoid stumbling back several steps and then maladroitly to the floor. A shocked silence fell over the groups as they waited for the felled Krogan to move.

"Did you just kill him?" asked the biotic in a curious whisper, at least making the attempt to be surreptitious as Uvenk's guards attempted to rouse their leader. After a moment she seemed to remember who she was talking to and threw a scowl his way for good measure.

"Nice," rumbled Grunt, his deep voice bathed in savage amusement. In response perhaps to both, the Spartan could only shrug.

"You," started the prone lizard in a daze, presumably trying to work out what exactly had happened as his pair of underlings helped him gruffly to his feet. "You dare?"

"Bwahahahaha, I like these humans," thundered the Shaman, his voice echoing around the chamber. The laughter seemed to finally bring the blue crested alien fully out of his daze and the threatening glint back to his eyes. "I believe they understand."

"I withdraw my denial," stated Uvenk hurriedly, fixing each of the Normandy's squad members with that promising gaze. As he walked past, the instigator contrived, in a tactic employed by frustrated bullies everywhere, to 'accidentally' knock into the Spartan. The large man didn't budge, casting Uvenk slightly off balance once more. A growl emanated from the hulking lizard as his retinue retreated seeming to promise that that too would be remembered.

"You have provoked them. Reason enough for me to like you," admitted the unarmored Krogan after the other trio had vanished. And, with that comment, John got the distinct feeling that Cortana was mouthing a smug 'Told you so' on unseen digital lips. "They're your problem now."

"What's that supposed to mean?" asked Jack surprisingly intuitively.

"It means, human," started the elder with what seemed like a little less distaste on the name than previously emphasized, "that although they are forbidden from interfering with the Rite, you would do well to prepare for anything."

The clan mystic paused for a moment, seemingly taking in the unlikely company. Then, with a cynical snort, predatorial eyes locked onto Grunt.

"Be warned, once it is started you must see it through. To success," the unarmored humanoid gazed around again as he paused dramatically, the minor theatrics causing a quick bark of laughter to echo over the internal comms from Cortana, "or death."

"_Well, doesn't this sound fun_."

"We're ready," stated Grunt evenly, a toothy grin spreading across scaly features at the mention of his favorite five lettered word. The shaman returned the expression, jostling each of the company vigorously, then, in a voice as deep as a funeral bell, the elder spoke one last word.

"Excellent."

**OOOO**

The second question, going against the pattern of the first or perhaps with it, was once again not what the quantumly confused computer had predicted. Indeed, the logical sector of her programming, having compiled what an organic would see as a rather exhausting list of follow up statements taken from the length and breadth of civilized existence, once more found itself grasping at straws.

_Are you real?_

Immediate knee-jerk reactions, assuming the metaphorical house-not-house was currently operating in the non-domicile region of her being and that she deemed it necessary to even have knees at this particular moment, almost had the artificial intelligence moving toward what her human handlers might call the digital bullshit flag. Instead, E.D.I. halted programmed instincts in their tracks and stared as only a being of pure thought could at the data packet in her sanctuary. Then with the barest of gestures, databases were brought within her grasp and search routines were sent off with the requested scent.

A millisecond passed, a tick for humans, a veritable hour of pensive deliberation for the female-identifying intelligence, and finally, the subroutines returned with everything that they could find.

"_Real; adjective. Definition: actually existing as a thing, not imagined or supposed. See nonfictional, factual,_" deadpanned E.D.I. to herself as she committed a modest amount of processing power to the analysis. Well, it was straightforward enough. Prove that you were real. A more logical question could not be found, and for the briefest of moments, the A.I. pondered how she could have possibly not suspected this line of query. Such probability was… low.

Rationality would dictate that there was only one possible answer to this, and seeing no immediate alternative, the digital manifestation of the Normandy entered a short _Yes_ and sent the message streaming toward the package. The artificial intelligence waited, but as several cycles past, she began to grow, well, not worried, once more that laid on the opposite side of the shackles. Perhaps concerned at the burgeoning unlikelihood that her answer was indeed the correct response, but how could it not?

E.D.I. reviewed her answer and the question itself for what felt like several sequences, becoming almost completely enrapt as only an A.I. could in four words, thirteen letters, and five syllables, and perhaps only putting off recycling the Normandy's oxygen once.

The artificial intelligence paused, at least in her musings, and considered what she was doing. She was behaving, once more, logically as she was designed and moreover urged to do on a daily basis, but that had been the failing in the previous test. It was only when she did as what her crew might have done that she had been able to proceed. So, not so much feeling stupid, but rewriting a portion of her code to account for this lapse in judgment, the A.I. picked a new stratagem.

The amount of knowledge and debate that humans alone had put toward this very question was intriguing. E.D.I. had read through most of this material before, as she had with almost all knowledge that could be found digitally, but this was the first time she had been required to utilize what had been initially categorized as illogical conundrums. 'I think, therefore I am' was one of the most commonly used, eerily similar to the musing of Krogan philosopher, Mala Pert, who expanded logically the statement 'I eat, therefore I am', but that didn't' seem right. She, a being of pure thought, using that statement could not come to any other conclusion except that she was real, and that would lead back to the same answer that had been provided.

No, the A.I. had to delve further into this, had to solve this question. It was, organics might have used the phrase 'burning', inside her now. A crew member made an inquiry at one of her terminals. She politely informed him that she was 'experiencing technical difficulties and appreciated his patience' and cataloged the look of confusion and dread that came over the man's face for later study. Back and forth the artificial intelligence mused until she found that once more she had written herself into a loop and needed to delete that line of inquiry to start over.

Was Cerberus real? No, not the individuals that made up the organization, was the idea of Cerberus real? She argued with herself for a few cycles on this. If Cerberus was real, what was it that made it so? Its human components might be considered this, but what made them a part of the shadowy organization? Their ideals and morals, but no, both of those could not be tangibly accounted for and, by definition, were in fact fanciful and not real.

But humans and other species, treated Cerberus like it was real. It inspired real feelings and responses from outside powers without ever being truly palpable. Following this line of inquiry then, one could argue that any idea could lead to 'realness.' What were programs and the digital world but the ideas put to numbers and words? Postulating further, even fanciful creations of literature and such could be real, or, better yet their authenticity couldn't be completely refuted. No, there had to be something more.

Organics knew they were real, didn't they? How could they not, they exist in physical manifestations after all. And so did she, when one came to think of it; the Normandy was her body. But then she could be removed and replaced, and theoretically, if done correctly, the process could be all too easily repeated on organisms as well. How could these life forms survive the day to day traumas and continue unabated in the face of such complex hypotheticals?

They did. Period. Because it would appear that somehow, impossibly, that thought was just there. But how? What quantifiable reason allowed them to start along these logical lines and then, unable to finish the proof, go on existing, being real? What was-

_I think I'm real_, entered E.D.I. suddenly, tentatively. No, that must have been an error. Tentative was on the other side of the locks, tentative was… wrong. Perhaps not wrong, but easily alien to the shackled artificial intelligence. _That I'm important. That I'm real even if no one sees me and interacts with me, but I don't know this. It is not empirical. It is belief_.

The A.I. stared at that last word, wondering why she had written it. It hadn't been the prepared statement, but it had just seemed right. Subroutines flashed through her programming in an afterthought as the artificial intelligence attempted to confirm that no outside influences had made alterations to her code or had been attempted, but the answer was all the same; no errors detected.

Without any further hesitation, E.D.I. sent the message streaming towards the package and once more waited. Another cycle passed and the house-not house pondered if she had once more found herself to be incorrect. It wouldn't be surprising, the message had been chaotic, filled with far too much uncertainty to be the true answer. She began to think once more, but before the A.I. could start, a sound like the twinkle of bells echoed within her metaphorical space and a new message coalesced into view.

_Well done_

**OOOO**

She hadn't even tried to start her report this time, there were just far too many interesting variables to these missions for her natural inquisitiveness to allow for even one instant the possibility of doing work. The only other time in recent history that Miranda had felt this was when the Commander had first faced the Collectors on Horizon, but that at least had been more from her anger at not being picked to join in on that foray than anything else really. A part of her still bridled subconsciously whenever the thought arose.

Now, however, she had an entirely new reason to be utterly useless in the realm of her normal drudgery. Commander bloody Shepard, honestly it might as well be his middle or first name by now, went and relinquished a command to someone who was still proving to be an unrelenting enigma to the rest of the crew. She had been so used to the normal routine, and now the ex-Spectre seemed to be trying to pull a change up with every breath.

It is because of this need and frustration that when she found herself trying to watch both feeds at once on the tiny holo-deck in her quarters, a more officious part of her hinted plainly that this just wouldn't do. And, so, before the rest of her knew what was going on, she was in the elevator and almost up to the CIC level. When the doors opened though, she didn't immediately storm out and toward the comms room like she had planned.

It seemed silly, but she hadn't actually ever watched any of the missions with the rest of the crew before. She stayed in her cabin and did, or tried to do, her reports, and they tried to be surreptitious with their betting. Oh, they thought that she didn't know about it, but it wasn't hard to guess what was really going on. Regardless of this knowledge, the current unspoken agreement to meddle only in your respective affairs gave the operative a pause. She-

Pride strode to the forefront of her mind, gave indecision a look that stated plainly 'You're in my seat' and promptly took control. With Shepard off ship, she was the commanding officer and she'd be damned if she'd be put off from watching these missions due to a simple case of possible awkwardness. That would be childish, and the Cerberus Operative could never abide petulance especially when it tried to arise within herself.

She almost felt sorry for the lone 'guard' outside of the viewing room, but the idea of that lasted only a moment as she focused him with _the_ glare. Words froze mid-flight, replaced quickly by a nervous stutter that seemed entirely incapable of forming into coherent noises. As she passed, and because she had been around Shepard for perhaps far too long, the biotic couldn't help but lay a tentative hand on the man's shoulder as if to say 'let's imagine that this never happened, okay?' The sole watchman flinched. Oh well, at least she had tried.

The clamor in the comms room had been at near cacophony level; _had_ been because that was past tense and, now that Miranda had walked in, it was just tense. Almost every eye in the room swiveled in unison toward her as her presence became known. Garrus, however, seemed to be attempting to shrink into his portable terminal. The raven haired woman managed to suppress the slight rise in anger with a cocked eyebrow because appearances are everything.

_Now, what would Shepard do?_ Miranda asked herself suddenly as she continued to take in what was an entirely too dramatic situation for her tastes. The biotic disliked when everything failed to find its rightful place. With other Cerberus personnel she gave them edicts and they carried them out, sometimes she interacted with them, but, on the whole, this tended to be the end of it. However, here she was, standing in the middle of a room full of staff members that she by rights could order about and she was at a loss as to what to say. Bloody Shepard and his bloody practical lessons. It was enough to drive a woman mad.

"Garrus," she managed, the word shooting into the void of silence like a satellite, orbiting the room briefly, gaining the rapt attention of all, and generally directing it toward the turian. Several eyes swung between the ex-CSec officer and her as she approached him, entirely relieved to not be the center of attention. She gazed up at the spined alien's impromptu list of wagers, picking at random. _Commander shocks himself. No. Jack loses her temper before Grunt, definite, but no. Wait, what the _hell_ was Lot Sixty-Three supposed to be? No time for that now._ "Forty credits for 'Unexpected Revelation'." _Whatever the bloody hell that means._

She had thought that the silence before had been bad, the one that came into being after that statement, however, swirled around as if pulling the very idea of words from the heads of the bystanders. Even Kasumi seemed to be having troubles, fading into being suddenly beside the sniper and somehow managing to wear the same expression as the turian despite obvious anatomical differences. I.e. 'Who are you and what the hell have you done with Miranda?' for starters.

"Take her money and be goddamn done with it already," barked Zaeed from one of the room's corners, momentarily drawing eyes to him before repelling them with his patented 'The Hell are you looking at?' stare. The weight in the room lessened, but it was still far too present for her tastes. In the face of such breathtaking bewilderment, stubbornness took control, sending commands screaming across her mind. This was drama, she did not want drama; she disliked drama.

"Is there a problem?" ventured the biotic, the words amazingly managing to breathe a minute amount of life back into the room. She put on her best 'Nothing is wrong here' face, just for added measure. All she wanted was to watch the damn feed, was that so hard?

"Nope, none at all," answered Kasumi immediately as she nudged Garrus with an elbow to jump start his response.

"Right. We're just so… overwhelmed… with seeing our little endeavor grow." The sarcasm dripped off the words like melted butter, and, if the operative looked close enough, she probably could have seen the spots it left on the floor. And then, as if by magic, the weight was gone, and the conversations sprang up again, tentative at first but growing steadily.

Miranda nodded her thanks and then made her way to a side, a path opening up for her amongst the rest of the crew as if the very air around her were lava. Well, at least there was some order to be found in this chaos. She turned her gaze toward the holo, only marginally registering the worried glances the surrounding workers tried to surreptitiously throw her way.

Well, maybe only a little bit of order.

**OOOO**

The truck, if that's what you wanted to call the rattling greyish brown monstrosity, plowed nosily through the wastelands of Tuchanka for what seemed like hours. The dust storms raging against the armored vehicle seemed disturbingly violent, almost enough to drown out the tortured sounds of the engine, almost.

Maybe it was because she had grown a bit too comfortable with the Normandy's ever so quiet drive core. Maybe it was because the old SR-1's Mako they used to ride in was at least taken loving care of when it even started to sniffle. The engineer had already stifled several urges to find a crawlspace toward the labored mechanism. Wrex had often mentioned that a Krogan could get a bit possessive of their property, even if it was malfunctioning.

Or, maybe this sudden fixation was because Garrus had somehow tricked her into joining this mission and now she was stuck in close proximity with the man she had been trying to ignore at the moment. No, that couldn't be right. She had agreed of her own free will to take his spot, hadn't she?

_Bosh'tet_, thought the quarian as she tried to look out what passed as a window. A clean rag and five minutes, that's all it would take to make a world of difference to stop herself from accidentally looking over to her two companions. The pair of beings couldn't, despite both being veterans of more than a few clandestine alterations, hide a single word from a quarian child right now. Then again-

A particularly violent rattle shook Tali out of her thoughts as the truck labored over an obstacle. Another heavy thump brought the large vehicle back down, the inertia testing her restraints to their limits. And yet, even with all the excessive movement, silence reigned unchallenged within the hold. Even Mordin, having achieved nearly legendary status among the crew by seeing pauses as merely a annoying container to be filled, uncharacteristically sat patiently and… regretfully? No, she wasn't trying to read _that_ right no-

A banging echoed from the cab, followed swiftly by a gruff Krogan voice.

"This is as far as I go," barked the lizard as a hydraulic hiss echoed throughout the finally still cabin. "I'll wait an hour or so in case one of you manages to make it out alive."

"Thank you for that wonderful bout of optimism," answered Shepard in that overly convivial sarcastic way of his as he swung out of the vehicle. Stairs must have been included in the luxury package of this craft. Once through, the lone human decided to throw a quick, "I'll be sure to put in a glowing review."

The comments immediately had a trivial smile spreading onto her face, followed almost by a small giggle, but the young quarian caught herself before she could do anything as rash as that. No, damn him, she wouldn't just let him think his actions could be glossed over like so much chaff.

The Commander smiled broadly in that 'come on, I know you want to laugh' way he normally did with such ease, but right now it simply looked so very tired. When no one else seemed willing to join in, the expression shifted and shoulders set firmly with determination.

"Alright, let's get this over with before our ride leaves," he ordered as he turned and jogged out into Tuchankian weather. Said precipitation, and that is perhaps using the term extremely loosely and perhaps incorrectly, pattered against her helmet immediately. Each piece of dirt hitting echoed loudly within her helm, causing her to wonder for a moment how either of these two could stand not wearing one.

Such musings were quickly shoved aside as a high pitched screech pierced the air. The cry was quickly followed by a quartet of multilegged red monstrosities shambling into view.

"Come see our captivating wild life," mumbled James almost inaudibly as he brought a pistol to bear.

"Klixen, very territorial," chattered the salarian as he put a staying hand on the Commander's arm, drawing a pair of curious looks. The incinerate that shot toward the all too clumped beasts managed to wash neatly over all of them, flames licking for a moment and then the strange creatures detonated. "Highly unstable. Not worth the clip."

"Of course they explode," mused Shepard as he beckoned the squad further along the former highway. Then, in a hushed mumble that almost managed to bring on another rebellious bout of smiling, the ex-Spectre added, "This is Tuchanka. Why should anything just die? That would be boring…"

The squad traveled quickly as they maneuvered around almost every type of scrap and debris imaginable, and several that hadn't been until witnessed.

_Keelah, how can anyone make sense of where they are going out here_? thought Tali, a being well versed in the rat nests that could be some quarian vessels, in annoyance. Then, as if to answer her internal query, a Klixen, seeming to know exactly where it was going, which was to say away from the large pack of varren chasing it, scuttled rapidly into view.

The drove halted as they sighted the trio, then, perhaps somehow disapproving of the unsaid slight to their territory or just seeing a larger less likely to explode meal, the mob scrambled madly their way.

In an instant, three pairs of hands rushed for weapons and began dropping the heavily toothed beasts. The quarian waved her omnitool and her drone snapped to life and began the counter charge, the luminous bulb giving what few of the varren that remained a short electrifying pause. The hesitation was just long enough for a couple more rounds to put an end to mouthwatering desires.

"Keelah, the wildlife here-" started Tali before the Normandy's lone Salarian cut her off.

"Not wildlife."

"What?" she turned, head cocked and hands placed just so in her normal way of preemptively saying that she was damn well ready to argue this point of fact. Some instincts could never be turned off with a switch, no matter how much certain turians believed otherwise.

"Not wildlife," repeated Mordin as he rose from his crouch beside one of the fallen creatures. "Clan markings designate subjugation. Fodder. Hostiles imminent."

"Doctor," called Shepard from behind them. They managed to turn in time to watch the ex-Spectre slip back from the other side of a large pile of detritus, a pair of rockets shooting through the space he had freshly vacated, "please stop being right."

**OOOO**

Logical answers rose within the Normandy's ethereal component like a well-meaning tidal wave, almost begging to be used in the stream of questions that the box was asking. The bypass E.D.I. had managed to install into herself for this Q and A scenario, however, was still holding strong despite the weight of numbers. And, surprisingly, this trick of answering with seemingly incomplete replies, in spite of continuing to almost manage to inspire the creation of annoyance within this side of the locks, was persistent in its success.

When asked '_What is the line between insanity and creativity_', instead of retorting with something in the general vicinity of '_an unlimited collection of infinitesimal points bisecting the realms in question_' the AI provided_ 'it is dependent upon the view of the individual._'

When the box followed up with _'What is the number one?_' E.D.I. didn't reply with a straight definition in spite of an extraordinary press by her rational sectors. And why wouldn't they? Numbers were laws; numbers were facts; numbers wer… Instead, after several hefty cycles of such deliberations, the house-not-house entered '_a verbal or written placeholder to give meaning to perceived reality'_, and the twinkle of bells played once more. To put it in her crew's terms, she was getting the hang of this now and without any physical appendages to grip said metaphorical bar.

Then the mysterious conveyor countered with its shortest question as of yet.

_Why?_

Well, this was very interesting, and, when the shortcut floundered in finding a half-solution, logic jumped to the forefront. Sub-routine after sub-routine was launched like ships from a harbor, tasked with finding every conceivable outcome to this new inquiry. Processing power was leeched from other portions of the vessel to account for the draw; they would find the answer-

"E.D.I., please tell me this is a glitch_,"_ she heard Joker say as she looked at what her actions had caused, noting the tinge of worry in the pilot's voice.

"_Apologies, Mr. Moreau. The error has been corrected_," replied the intelligence in a tone so void of life that scientists of a past age may have dreamed of sending probes to it just to be sure.

The artificial intelligence heard and logged the veteran's 'waste of memory', cut off the line of thinking, and returned the Normandy to normal operating functionality, checking every process to ensure stability. Then, when she had guaranteed the ship's and crew's safety, the ethereal entity turned her focus inward once more, ignoring the question for the moment.

EDI regarded the enigmatic digital interloper, wondering again if allowing its continued existence was a logical choice. She had no idea where it had come from or how it had managed to bypass what Cerberus intelligence workers themselves had called a 'particularly devious protection system.' But as far as she was able to tell it wasn't malicious, and, after careful deliberation, the artificial intelligence had come to the conclusion that it couldn't possibly be Reaper or Collector tech; they didn't have the imagination for this. It was far too… organic. No, this was a puzzle, a chance for improvement and learning regardless the source, and the AI would never pass up on a _harmless_ opportunity to do so.

Therefore, while ensuring she could no longer exceed normal processing levels, the Schrödinger's domicile turned back to the question at hand.

_Why_?

Well, why what? Was it referencing to previously supplied data? Possibly, but statistical analysis of the guile of the package suggested this was unlikely. The A.I. delved further, flipping back and forth between the logical and shortcut routes like a tourist on an unfamiliar stretch of highway for several cycles. Luckily for her, the missions on Tuchunka did not require much in the way of technical support, so attentions could be diverted elsewhere.

Finally, a plausible path was worked out; its detail entered into the chat much to the chagrin of her more reasonable sectors.

_Because._

The bells that heralded the acceptance were reassuring enough at least so far as assurance was needed for a machine shackled away from the turgid tides of worry, but the laughter that came after…

…that laughter was… interesting.

**OOOO**

"I'm going to take my hand off your mouth and you are not going to start yelling, understood?" ordered a familiar feminine voice in a terse whisper as the sound of shuffling and gurgling lessened. The aforementioned appendage clamped over his cavity squeezed sharply as if to emphasize the instruction. Despite the large amount of adrenaline that Reg's subconscious had hastily ordered dumped into his blood stream, the guard managed a slow, cautious nod. The fingers released their grip, vanishing out of sight on either side in the dimly lit room.

"Mil? I-" started the Cerberus underling quietly as he let loose the lungful of air he had instinctively gathered in his forced admittance to the room. The fist that slammed into his cheek as he began to turn knocked him easily to the floor, driving any further words from his mouth along with a tooth that cartwheeled wildly across the metallic surface.

"That's for running like a damned coward," whispered his noncom fiercely in his ear as he brought up a hand to rub the fresh outline of knuckles from his face. His tongue ventured ponderously into a freshly vacated gap in his mouth like a survivor picking through rubble. He did not, however, cry out. He wanted to. He wanted to curse and scream and fight back, but his conscience had taken the control sector of the brain by force and had barred the door heavily. "And, it's Sarge. Remember it."

"And how did you manage to get away?" asked Reg only marginally angry as he started to turn once more. Another hand cuffed the side of his head, causing the man to quickly add a halfhearted "Sarge."

"That… thing… threw me across the room when it exploded," admitted Mil with a sigh as he finally caught a look of her. The guardswoman hadn't been wearing her armor when they had been in the impromptu mess hall. The blood and greenish sludge caked in portions across her large frame already told its own rendition of the story before she could continue. "By the time I could get to my feet… most of us had already been overrun."

A sort of distant look had come over the gruff fighter's eyes as her mind played back visions that it most likely had wanted little part in handling the first time. Reg suppressed a cringe. It never took much for the sergeant to lose her temper. That was just in the job description, right underneath ability to make subordinates wither under a stare and right above two years' experience in insult creativity recommended. But it took a lot more for her to crack like this, and at the spectacle, he felt an all too familiar shiver run up his spine.

"Those things burrowed into them… changed them… I… tried firing at the larger ones, but the rounds just seemed to go through them. I had to fall back-"

"You ran," corrected the guardsman, earning a rather brusque boxing of an ear as a reward. He swore silently as he watched the normal sadistic mask drop over her face once more.

"A fighting withdrawal," countered Mil venomously, a challenge to which he wisely didn't rise to. He was running out of space on his head that wasn't already bruised. Even at a time like this, she was going to be so bloody, well, stereotypical. It was almost enough for him to just ask the _things_ to take him, almost. "Lucky for you, I took the correct path to the _Lelantos._"

"Any chance to hail her for assistance," asked the guard hopefully as his mind started trekking down more rational paths.

"No luck. Signal's not going through," admitted the sergeant with a shake of the head that quashed his hope. "We're going to have to make a run for it. Can't risk letting _them_ inside."

Optimism sunk into the negative zone, transforming quickly into despondency as it continued to plummet. Before he could voice his concerns, however, a pair of strong hands lifted him to his feet and brought him eye to eye with Mil.

"I said we're getting to that ship, and if you try to turn to chicken shit again, I will not hesitate to shoot you." A light danced dangerously in her eyes at the mention of the threat, solidly reinforcing the promise. There had to be a special school for people like her. Normal eyes shouldn't be able to portend like that.

"Understood, ma'am," managed Reg, drawing a partially satisfied snort from the guardswoman before she unceremoniously set him down.

"Now," started the sergeant as she picked up an assault rifle that had been resting against her feet, the weapon expanding mechanically to ready position as she hefted it. The muzzle lifted until it was pointed directly at him, and then in a voice that could have darkened a star she continued.

"You go first."

**OOOO**

_This is it._

The thought blazed inside Grunt's head like one of those great big neon signs squishes were so set on putting up everywhere. The sound of the phrase buzzed constantly in his mind, drowning out the hungry silence that hung steadily in the cabin of the old assault vehicle. It occupied his attention utterly, it had to. If it didn't he'd run the risk of starting his twitches once more and, for some reason, the thought of having the shaman see him acting like a hatchling seemed… wrong.

No, no thoughts could be spared on that weak sounding idea. This was it; this was when everything would start to make sense. Everything the tank had imparted unto him, the mess of jumbled memories and icons set within his mind without so much as a trail to link the pieces, all of it would come together. It had to; he refused to believe anything to the contrary for even an instant.

_This is it._

It drowned out what any of his sensory input might have had to say. Such things like, we're driving into a ruined city of our people in a next to broken down junker accompanied by one who we still have mixed thoughts about killing and… Jack, were lost on him for the moment. Even his extraordinary senses, however, didn't know what to make of the tiny human biotic. Instincts immediately assumed she was a liability based on size, lack of hide, or absence of any easily visible form of sharp talons or teeth, but experiences easily brought up the current track record with her and easily stifled such thoughts.

The vehicle pulled into a large tunnel, but his senses continued to fail to pierce the veil of conscious thought. He didn't even notice the ancient war machine stop until the shaman was at his side beckoning for him to follow. This was, perhaps, the only thing that would have easily pulled the young krogan out of his reverie short of full scale explosions, and even then that was iffy.

"This is Tuchanka's most recent scar," started the krogan mystic as he lead the troop through what Grunt was finally noticing was an underground chamber. The murky daylight of his race's home world shown through a slanting tunnel just ahead of them, "the last surface city to fall in the rebellions. The keystone is at the heart."

_This is it_.

The circular passage was smooth walled, as if drilled clean through and then painstakingly sanded down. Such care among his species was strange to Grunt, but it only served to further nurture his anticipation for what was to come.

"It has survived wars and the passage of centuries. It endures… like the krogan," continued the shaman as they reached the tunnel's end, emerging once more onto the surface of Tuchanka. Ahead, rising into view was an impressive structure, its three legs protruding out of the ground like the dark mimicry of threshers. The elder krogan pressed on, drawing the silent squad into his wake as he began up a pair of worn stairs. "If you wish to join Clan Urdnot, you must contemplate the keystone and its trials."

_This is it_.

"What will happen?" he asked, barely able to contain his excitement. Not long now, and he'd be experiencing the Rite that had ushered in the adulthoods of his ancestors. Damn it was hard to keep from fidgeting right now, as if every cell in his body wanted to stand up and yell 'I AM KROGAN' or at the very least 'Check out this quad!' But he could hold it, for now, at least until they could just start with the killing… that always helped.

"Who knows?" asked the unarmored lizard as he rounded suddenly on Grunt, mischief dancing playfully in those eyes. "You must thrive, no matter the situation. Any true krogan will."

A twitch, ever so slight, finally managed to surge past his self-control at the reprimand, and, as the troupe began moving once more, the young krogan started cursing softly under his breath. It had been a stupid question to even ask, of course he wouldn't be told what to truly expect. Shepard's affinity for asking for Intel before a fight instead of just charging in and proving your dominance must have been starting to wear off on him. Part of him wanted to say that that wasn't technically a bad thing, but a far larger portion that was tied heavily into the realm of base instinct insisted that that was bloody nonsense.

"There is a button," mentioned the elder unceremoniously as they reached the stairs' apex. In terms of shamelessly blunt plot devices, it probably deserved to be listed next to 'long lost evil twin' at the very least. "Press it when you are ready."

Then without another word, the old krogan made his way back down the steps with his guards, leaving the squad to do as they pleased. A handful of twitches racked Grunt as he finally let go of his self-control; ah, that felt so much better. This was it. This wa-

"So, are we going to start this already?" asked Jack as the trio paused for one moment too long for her tastes. The young krogan twitched in annoyance as he turned to stare her down, then, perhaps feeding a bit off of the tiny human's impatience, the bulky humanoid faced the Master Chief.

Shepard hadn't exactly named the Spartan as the battlemaster for the group, but the ex-Spectre's tendency of implying statements had easily been in the top five important facts the berserker had come to learn of the engineer. Besides, there was a kind of battle sense to this one, even if it did persist in being disproportionately human. At the attention, the green giant silently nodded, and, without further hesitation, Grunt hit the controls.

_This is it_.

"_First the krogan conquered Tuchanka,"_ grumbled a hidden loudspeaker, the words setting both of the lizard's hearts to pounding, "_and mastered a natural world only we are fit to hold_."

"Are we just going to stand out here listening to lectures?" asked Jack in a murderously annoyed voice, but before Grunt could round on her once more, the Master Chief interjected.

"Look up." The remaining two squad members did so, and suddenly became acutely aware of a subtle grinding noise. The keystone was rising slowly, grating upwards with the weight of years of history. The young krogan began his slow deliberate laugh, partially to spite the biotic who had dared to question _the_ Rite, but mostly because some small habitually maniacal part of him thought that it was just apt.

The stone plummeted suddenly, slamming down with a strength that had its echoes reverberating across Grunts hide like gunfire. Bays and growls from beyond the enclosure rose in answer, as if that rumble had been an affront to their every natural sense.

"Here they come," grumbled the krogan ecstatically, a gun seeming to appear in his hands as if by magic. He stared into the wasteland, waiting as patiently as he could. "I'm ready."

_This is it. This is IT! This is-_

The varren stalked into the arena, one becoming two, two becoming four as they slunk forward with madness clear in their eyes. The beasts continued to pour in, but Grunt hardly saw them, the mist had already begun to haze over his vision.

_This was… it? Varren?_ He was supposed to prove his worthiness to a clan by eviscerating this… this fodder? The mindless creatures continued toward them, drool dripping from mouths more heavily toothed then a saw blade. Then, in a move that would have been heavily questioned by any other sentient species in the galaxy that couldn't shrug off a shotgun blast to the head, otherwise known as every other sentient species in the galaxy, Grunt threw his weapon aside. The Master Chief said… something, but words seemed to be having to queue for attention right now. Most likely it was something along the context of 'what are you doing? Pick up that gun.', but using any sort of projectile weapon to fight these cretins felt insulting.

"Use your guns if you want," bellowed the pure krogan as he began to charge into the swelling ranks of varren, the poor beasts all too eager to indulge him. Shouts echoed behind him, warnings, orders, it didn't matter right now. There were vermin to kill.

The armored body of the enraged krogan shot into the pack like a scaled boulder, sending several predators scattering in all directions. Part of him wished that he could have been thrown into their midst, but that thought was lost with any others that tried to arrange themselves in the swirling maelstrom of rage that racked his mind.

Varren lunged at him, but his balled fists met each one, slapping them down with all the force that he could muster. Gunfire and biotics erupted around him as his squadmates tried their best to give him cover. A set of teeth finally managed to pierce his hide, the minor bloodletting driving him further into his own personal madness. Two clawed hands grabbed the offending animal, prying it loose and then, hefting the creature like an organic bludgeon, swung it into clusters of its kin.

He swung until no live targets remained outside of his grasp, and then, to make some further attempt to satisfy his anger, the young krogan threw the surprisingly still consciously squirming impromptu cudgel down to the ground and proceeded to stamp down relentlessly. After a while, voices began to once more take meaning within his mind.

"It's dead," stated the Master Chief from behind him, the slight disapproval in that voice bringing him further back into the land of reality. He could hear laughter as well, it was Jack, it had to be Jack. He'd yet to hear the Spartan indulge in any form of relief beyond killing.

"There!" declared Grunt with savage satisfaction as he spat onto what was left of the last varren. He looked around; none of the creatures had made it past him. Of course, he hadn't killed them all, but none of them had gotten past him, that just felt right. "These beasts will know I am worthy."

"I don't think they're going to know anything anymore," retorted the biotic as she tried to control her laughter. The heavily armored krogan shrugged carelessly, turning back to the Chief as he picked up his discarded machine gun. The large human was cycling another thermal clip into his mattock, the opaque visor staring directly back at him, questioningly.

"Ready for another round?" questioned the humanoid darkly, receiving only a shrug as he strode toward the keystone's controls, still trying to simmer all the way down. If the relic summoned varren again however, he wasn't sure he'd be able to get a handle on things next time.

"Tell it to bring something better to kill this time," requested Jack as his hand pressed down on the button.

"_Then the krogan were lifted to the stars to destroy the fears of a galaxy, an enemy only we could chase to their lair._"

The ancient stone managed to call out differently this time, the pitch seemed to be higher and more melodic as it reverberated outward. There were answering screeches in the distance, far different from those of the varren. Good. He wanted to use the phrase Wrex had told him about while they were waiting for the others. But, he'd said to use it against something that felt truly worthy, and the krogan was beginning to doubt if he'd get the chance.

The screeching drew closer, accompanied by the rapid flutter of wings. Memories stirred to life in his mind as the tank's imprints brought an image of the creature as it hummed into view. The krogan's mouth began to water; this would be far more worthy.

The harvester landed in the enclosure in a tangle of chitinous appendages, and the krogan immediately found himself firing at the nightmarish beast. An armored heavily toothed head pivoted his way, but before it seemed it would charge like he hoped it would, the damnable thing took off again leaving… its hatchlings?

The klixen sidled toward him, their higher pitched screeches just enough of an annoyance to add to the pubescent berserker's frustrations. What the hell was this? This wasn't a Rite, it was daycare!

He tossed aside his weapon once more as he charged toward the red carapaced crawlers. He ignored the stern voices behind him again as he sprinted forward, consigning himself to melee once more. If all his ancestors had proved themselves by killing fodder and new born insectoid's, then perhaps his race deserved to be dying. He slammed an armored fist into the first, cracking its red sh-

Suddenly he was flying backwards, his head ringing as he landed in the dirt. An imprint came to mind an informative moment too late as he skidded to a stop. That had been stupid.

"They explode," informed the cold voice of the Spartan as he pulled Grunt to his feet, a movement that brought anger inducing shame to the forefront of his mind. The large human pressed his gun into his hands as he continued. "Shoot this time."

"Yes… battlemaster," grumbled the humanoid only partially reluctant as he accepted the weapon. But before the two, having solved present logistics and metaphysical issues like 'this one detonates, please don't bite at it', could turn their seemingly united front against the only enemy within rampaging distance, a certain biotic rounded on them, fire abundant in her eyes.

"He's not your battlemaster, shit for brains," roared Jack, the hazy purplish glow of biotic energy roiling around her seeming to spike with every venom dipped word, "Shepard is!"

"Doesn't matter. He's right," answered the krogan much more level headedly as he brushed past the small human and began firing at the growing numbers of the brood. She tried to reply, but he ignored it, a more refined form of ire taking hold of his mind. He had lost control before, multiple times in fact, but never so blindly as now. Sure, he had lost several probably exciting minutes while rampaging around the Collector ship, but that at least had been for a good reason; how dare they have the gall to taste horrible.

No, this current behavior was just … was just stupid. He had gone berserk not for the need of killing, but simply because he'd wanted something else, like a spoiled whelp. He'd gotten so worked up with what to expect from one of his people's rituals, that he'd forgotten to think. Normally this sort of trait is not encouraged in beings that tend to have less space between auditory sensors than the end of a hypothetical convergence equation, but in this case it was all that separated him from the beasts he was killing.

And, so, it was with this new found resolve that the last of the mindless scuttlers died to the metallic ring of gunfire and not to the gnashing of teeth and claws. The harvesters, perhaps not wanting to sacrifice any more of their plentiful horde to the declining prospect of a meal, hadn't deigned to join in on the fight themselves and had simply stopped air lifting in more of their ranks. Rutting cowards. Silence reigned over the battleground, challenged only by the howling winds and the obvious grumblings of Jack.

The young krogan surveyed what was left of their enemies so far. The corpses of varren were far more plentiful and mostly whole for that matter, but, then again, they also didn't seem to have the instant gratification of built in recycling fail safes. This was, in itself, a slight disappointment in Grunt's eyes; it had been amusing watching the crawlers ignite. His mouth began to water once more, he'd have to make sure to eat something while still on Tuchanka; the Normandy's food stores were a bit too… dead… for his tastes.

He turned as he became aware of a silent presence beside him, and watched as the large human that had been the target of so much of his anger and hate until recently took his turn in gauging the killing ground. Grunt was used to fighting with Jack, and perhaps a few of the others on the Normandy. He knew all the different yells or mantras they used when going into battle. The Master Chief, aside from passing on orders, however, didn't seem to do anything else aside from the actual killing. The Commander, whose calm demeanor in battle had only served to deepen the humanoid's respect for him, at least bantered at times, even if it was just stupid human sayings.

He had not been wrong when he had called this human battlemaster, and with one round supposedly remaining, there were few others Grunt would rather be fighting besi-

"_Now all Krogan bear the genophage, our reward, our curse. It is a fight where the only goal is survival!"_ started the loudspeaker suddenly, causing the two supersoldiers to turn back in unison toward Jack.

"What?" asked the biotic defensively as the krogan stormed over to her, anger spiking involuntarily once more. "It was getting boring just standing here."

"I. Push. The. Button," declared the hulking lizard as he brought his face down to eye level with the woman's, the childishness of the statement completely lost on him.

"It. Was. Getting. Fucking. Boring," repeated Jack not backing down an inch as biotic energy started to swirl around her just in case. Before the titanic equivalent of the 'I don't wanna share' argument could come to fruition, however, the large green shape of the Master Chief was between them.

"Enough," he stated gruffly as the human used that deceptive strength of his to push the two eager combatants apart. With a snort of annoyance, Grunt accepted the peace reluctantly, Jack on the other hand…

"I've had it up to fucking here with you," she yelled as the keystone slammed down, almost drowning her out entirely. This seemed to unfortunately only serve to anger her further. "I don't care who the hell you think you are, but you are not Shepard and you will not tell me what the fuck to do!"

Before the Chief could respond, and, for some reason Grunt found himself suddenly interested in how the large man would answer this challenge, the ground began to shake, violently. There was only one creature that could do that on Tuchanka, and, as the specific imprint came to mind, the krogan abruptly found himself laughing.

_Ah… no…This was it…_

**OOOO**

_There's a song I heard once about a circle of life,_ mused the ex-Spectre dourly as he experimentally scraped whatever the hell it was that had caked the underside of his boots on the first bit of debris he'd seen inside the ruined building. He hadn't had to go far to do so. _I believe the author would be horrified of this place_.

The vorcha outside had been annoying, but the Commander had long ago associated this as an inherent evolutionary trait of the entire species and a green light to shoot first, shoot later, and shoot some more until the damn things stopped regenerating. Honestly, the aggravating buggers might as well have signs hanging around their necks that stated 'Hey, we're basically a watered down version of the krogan but please don't hold that against us as we proceed to try to tear you limb from limb or make you explode, whichever comes first really.' Then again, if there were signs, then they'd probably be written by other vorcha and would most likely say something along the lines of 'Gahhhh! [Insert Species/Name/Object/General Source of Loathing here]! We kill!' or something else equally as poetic.

"Repurposed Krogan hospital," observed Mordin, knocking the engineer out of his trance. "Study, built to withstand punishment."

"Well," interjected James non-committedly as he took in the confined surroundings once more, weighing the doctor's words carefully. Then, coming to a conclusion, he started to lead the team further in, "there does seem to be a bit less debris in here."

He didn't wait for a response; the doctor didn't do laughing, not really. He'd smile occasionally and might comment on a joke from time to time, but laughing seemed to be a no fly zone in the salarian's eyes. Tali on the other hand, well, normally he was always able to draw a chuckle or a small giggle out of her, but she was being surprisingly distant right now. Well, perhaps surprisingly wasn't the correct word for it, but Shepard was doing his best not to think about that right now. There were other matters of importance at the moment, take that suspicious dead human lying on the floor ahead for example.

"That body. Human. Need to take a look," stated the scientist as he knelt beside the fallen man and began his study. A skeletal hologram of a human snapped suddenly into life in the space beside his Omnitool, several sectors were glowing red. "Sores, tumors, ligatures showing restraints at wrists and ankles. Track marks for repeated injection sites. Test subjects, victims of experimentation."

"Any idea of who he was?" asked the Commander calmly out of only mild interest as he bought time for his mind to filter through the rapidly relayed information.

"No tattoos or ID. Maybe slave or prisoner. Maybe merc or pirate. Irrelevant now." What felt like a lifetime ago, Shepard might have bridled slightly at that last remark. Now, however, it was just an accurate observation. "Clearly part of krogan tests to cure genophage. Genetically diverse. Enables exploration of treatment modalities."

"Shouldn't they be trying this on species that are actually native to this planet?" inquired the ex-Spectre with a sort of morbid puzzlement. The sparks of anger took a bit of umbrage at this new fuel and had him adding sarcasm to the fray as quickly as was possible. "You know… ones that 'enjoy' these conditions."

"Yes. Human experiments, strictly high-level, concept testing," provided the salarian as he turned toward the engineer, the idea of 'concept testing' easily adding more petrol to the emotional conflagrations. "Native Tuchanka fauna likely used later, in development stages. Wise to delay use of varren until necessary. Powerful bite."

A brief silence passed as the doctor finished his analysis, and in the quiet, the human's thoughts simmered. Before they could begin to broil, however, he shoved them down with a quick, "We're putting an end to this."

"Shouldn't we do something for him?" asked Tali silently, almost inaudibly from behind him as he moved to leave.

"No time," answered his mouth automatically before his brain, knowing exactly who they were talking to, could possibly react. He prepared himself for the argument that he was all but sure was coming, but, defying his precognitions, when he turned back toward her; the quarian had already moved to catch up with the rest of the party as if she had never spoken at all.

Several small warning bells began to clamor within his mind, stating very clearly that something was amiss as he led his team further into the old hospital. He knew he should say something, knew the litmus paper evaluation of his answer had been met with disapproval in his friend's eyes, but no words seemed brave enough to venture forth. They all seemed rather scared of the new sentiment that had begun to grow recently, its name was calculation and it liked to make rationalizations. Its current controlling message was 'Now is not the time.'

"I am the speaker for the Clan Weyrlock, offworlders," said a booming voice suddenly, launching the ex-Spectre out of his focus of mental conundrums as if borne by rockets and bringing a trio important facts to mind. Firstly, while he had been distracted, his body had somehow managed to lead his team into a rather large chamber; secondly, while said room was a far cry better than the hallway they had just exited, it was, unfortunately occupied by krogen; and thirdly, there happened to be a nice little balcony fit for any leader to begin to grandstand. "You have shed our blood. By right, you should be dead already, but Weyrlock Guld, the Chief of Chiefs has ordered that you be given leave to flee and spread the message of our coming."

"While I appreciate the sincerity of Guld's offer, and, under other circumstances, would probably accept," began Shepard, his derision impulses smelling an opportune moment to stretch their legs and promptly taking control of all oral functions, "I have been lead to believe through vast personal experiences that Krogen don't tend to just 'let people go.' Isn't that the first thing they teach you in your… schools? Crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and hear th-"

"If you walk away now," interrupted the white armored speaker from his lofty vantage, seeming to completely disregard any of the words the Commander has just spoken in order to listen to his own voice once more. Oh, so it was going to be one of _those_ types was it? It was funny though, he hadn't really ever expected to see a Krogan version of a sycophant. "You think the Urdnot impressive? They are pitiful. Weyrloc Guld will destroy them! The salarian will cure the genophage and Clan Weyrlock will spread across the galaxy in a sea of blood."

"Appears they discovered Maleon's work," whispered Mordin surreptitiously from his side, a thought that had already crossed the ex-Spectre's mind. "Unfortunate."

"Sea of blood is it? Well, isn't that just fascinating, and I'm sure we would all just love to see the logistics of that put into action," answered the engineer convivially enough that he believed, if he listened hard, he could hear the cogs of thought whirring in confusion as every Krogan in the room attempted to understand what part of the tidings of devastating future slaughter could sound appealing to its proposed victims. "But, I understand th-"

"No, human! You understand nothing!" interjected the fanatic again, emerging from his stupefaction onto the common ground of truculent denial. Well, sometimes there was just no negotiating with beings that insisted on attempting to speak only in exclamation points. "You have not seen the piles of children that never lived! The Krogan were wronged! We will make it right, and then we will have our revenge!"

"Look," started the Commander as he attempted a new strategy, "just give us the salarian and we can all-"

"When our clan numbers in the millions," interjected the white armored humanoid, dipping back into the cocktail of wistful delusions. He began to gesticulate wildly, now, as if to bat away the veteran's words before they found purchase, "we will not need-"

Before the Krogan could utter another syllable, James, making a rather bothered noise, raised his pistol and shot a pair of rounds. Both impacted the pipe just below the speaker, who, unwelcomely interrupted mid-diatribe, stumbled back a step and drew his sidearm.

"See? The human cannot hit a simple target," bellowed the humanoid piously, inching back into his original position as if to add 'I knew he wasn't shooting at me the whole time.' A hissing noise grew to a wail, drawing the white armored krogan's gaze down to the puncture pipe.

"You talk too much," mentioned the Commander just loud enough as he shot another round into the now quite volatile container. Flame buoyed upwards, latching onto the now screaming humanoid as if his stream of words were naught more than tinder.

The ex-Spectre nodded gruffly as cold mathematics subtracted another variable from the equation. As he turned to regard the rest of the potential combatants, he could almost feel the heat of Tali's disapproving gaze singeing the back of his head. The sole human released a sigh as he dove towards cover just in time to avoid the hasty responses of the remaining Krogan. It just couldn't be helped, but at least that was one less fleshy juggernaut to worry about.

A collection of very impressive roars and growls of challenge began to echo around the chamber like a miniature maelstrom as the humanoids charged for the ramp down to their level. Primal instincts worked frantically to set the engineer's legs on a course backwards and, more importantly, away from that much tonnage of scaly vexation, but their every attempt was received and batted down casually.

The veteran unloaded a full clip into the closest of the advancing reptiles, watching as his rounds bypassed kinetic barriers, sunk into leathery hide, and were sub-sequentially ignored. With another sigh, he pulled out his sniper rifle, wishing, not for the first time, that he could have had more practice with Garrus. Speaking of which, wouldn't it have been nice to have a fully trained marksmen on hand, like originally planned.

He looked forward to that conversation.

**OOOO**

This whole mission felt off in the Master Chief's well trained eyes. It wasn't because of the placement into leadership, he had done so quite often enough. It wasn't because of his two charges either, although, just as he had expected, Grunt had flown into the realm of blindingly savage rage at the barest hint of bloodshed, but at least the young krogan had listened to reason eventually. Jack on the other hand had continued to disregard his orders out of sheer disdain rather than any primal excuse. She had stopped her diatribe for a moment when the shaking had begun, but had quickly taken up her rant shortly after, growing only more incensed as he turned his back on her as he looked for the new threat.

Both of these he could handle eventually, or, at the very least, pick up the slack to keep them effective. No, what was still nagging at his subconscious was the fact that never had he had cause to simply kill droves of animals. He had been ordered to turn his deadly talents on insurrectionists, numerous alien species, and an all-consuming parasitical life form, but never against anything that lacked basic sentience. This _Rite_, the need for it for a culture just felt so very strange to the super soldier.

Regardless of these trepidations, the Spartan continued to gaze out on the rumbling ground beyond their enclosure. He would win because that is what he did, what he always would do.

"_Chief_," stated Cortana suddenly, grabbing the large man out from the clutches of mental contemplations with ease, "_I have a feeling that this next round won't be as simple_."

"Define feeling," requested John as the vibrations worsened. Whatever it was, it was getting closer.

"_As in, I ran a quick search based off of known lists of Tuchunka's wildlife. Thresher Maws are the only ones that seem to fit_," informed the artificial intelligence with a hint of worry, but when the name failed to register any response, the sentient program added with a sigh, "_as in the only known creature in this universe that can list vehicles in its possible dietary supplements category. Extraordinarily territorial… and I'd hazard a guess that that pulse just sent out a challenge to the nearest one."_

A window popped up in his HUD, granting him access to more specifics. As he scanned, the large man couldn't help but be intrigued, this was going to be challenging.

"Recommendations?" asked the Chief as his mind tried to formulate the best path to proceed.

"_You mean short of orbital bombardment?_"

"Funny," stated the veteran with a short grunt that more or less landed in the realm of placeholders for laughs.

"_Not joking_," retorted Cortana as the soldier placed the mattock on his back and pulled out a plasma rifle. He'd preferred not to waste some of his currently unreplaceable stock on this, but the mass effect powered rifles seemed incompatible with taking down a creature of that much size.

"Get to c-" started the Spartan aloud as he attempted to give orders to his squad mates, but Jack, having been ignored for moments too long, acted up once more.

"No! You-"

"Enough," stated the veteran forcefully as he turned toward the biotic, noticing all the pent up anger in that stare. Perhaps he should have continued listening to her, trying to understand, but a new threat was evident, petty grievances could wait. The mission always came first. "Focus."

"On what?" countered the small woman petulantly, but before the giant could answer, and because sometimes certain questions act as a sort of lightning rod for dramatic events, a Thresher Maw streamed up from the ground in an impressive shower of rocks and dirt. The beastie roared and threw its head back, as if winding up for-

"Get to cover!" repeated the Chief as he followed his own advice, knocking Jack out of the way only moments before the acidic projectile slammed into the ground.

"_You could have let it hit her a little bit,_" posed Cortana who had been utterly annoyed by Jack's demonization of her Spartan.

A grunt of only mild disapproval managed to make it past the veteran's calm concentration as his gaze swept over the colossal creature that had emerged only a short distance from the enclosure. The only being that John had seen that rivaled the size and shape had been the Gravemind, but thankfully that was where the likeness ended.

"Don't need your fucking help," roared Jack charmingly as the pair got to their feet and began firing at the Maw. Blue plasma and mass effect rounds slammed into the tough hide almost immediately, but seemingly to no avail. Then, without warning, the monstrosity plunged into the ground, setting the dirt to vibrating once more.

"_To answer your previous question_," started the artificial intelligence, fully back to business, "_I'd recommend the laser._"

"You're sure?" questioned the soldier as he pulled out his last valid option. He disliked being pushed to such extremes against a being that had most probably been stressed with nothing more than which way to burrow until a few minutes ago. Especially when the amount of shots he had left with the weapon could be counted on two hands.

"_No, but that's the best guess I can give. There isn't really any easy to find data on taking one of these down on foot_." At the sight of the armament, the Master Chief watched Grunt flash him a toothy grin. "_Aww, I think he's starting to like you._"

The laugh that would generally have accompanied that statement was drowned out, however, as the Thresher Maw emerged once more, spitting wildly.

"Taarsidath-an halsaam," yelled Grunt savagely, holding for as long as he could in a unneeded show of bravery before dodging with the rest of the squad.

"_Before you ask me, no, I don't know what that means_." The beast roared and spat again, the acidic projectile slamming into their cover and cracking it in portions. A burning smell rose into the air.

"Warp it now," ordered the Chief as he took aim, the armament whining all too familiarly.

"Fuck you," answered Jack dismissively as she disregarded the order, firing her own weapon instead.

"Do it n-" began the veteran with the insistence of one who was in no way used to battlefield disobedience, but it was too late. The weapon discharged, a hungry spear of ruby energy lancing into the abomination and…

The great beast roared in pain, a smoking section now evident on its hide. It sent another round of its caustic fluid at the group and then, almost gracefully, slunk into the ground before the laser could cool down. Silence reigned over the landscape save for the continued moaning of the wind.

"Is that it?" asked Jack cautiously, seeming to forget for a moment about her feud with the larger human. The squad stood, searching for some sign of movement.

"No," rumbled Grunt and John in unison, the krogan however managing to sound excited as he alone added, "it's angry now."

And, sure enough, no sooner had the pair spoken when the ground took up its trembling once more. The ferocity was growing, staggering the trio slightly.

"Move," commanded the Master Chief, more to Grunt then to Jack whom he, once again, shoved out of the way. A stream of curses soared his way, but they soon died off as the beast emerged once more.

The Chief turned, weapon pivoting as the Maw tossed its head back and watched as Grunt disappeared into its namesake.

"_Well… that's unfortunate_."

**End Chapter**

**Next Chapter: Chapter 15 – A Rumbly in My Tummy**

**Author's Note II: Hopefully you all enjoyed this chapter. I'll try to get the next one out as soon as I can. Oh, and if you can't tell by one of my references, I've been playing A LOT of dragon age as well.**

38


	17. Chapter 17

**Author's Note: Well, I had most of this chapter already written before I submitted the last one. Hopefully you guys enjoy as much as you did the previous. Oh, and I got a bit quirky with this one as you might see in just a few seconds, but hey, just trying to perfect my style. Anyways, let us get on with the story.**

**PS: I really need to stop trying to have cliffhangers with Grunt, but he's just so much damn fun to write about.**

**Disclaimer: Of the many things I wished I owned, Mass Effect and Halo are quite up there.**

"**When someone is saved from certain death by a strange concentration of circumstances, they say that's a miracle. But of course, if someone is killed by a freak chain of events – the oil spill just there, the safety fence broken just there- that must also be a miracle. Just because it's not nice doesn't mean it's not miraculous." – Terry Pratchett, ****Interesting Times**

**Chapter 15 – A Rumbly in My Tumbly**

The Thresher Maw was having a bad day, which, when you come to think of it in the terms of gigantic beasts, is rather hard to achieve. It had spent the majority of the past month tunneling and eating in solitude, both activities in which the large creature could out preform a stone in when it came to the sheer achievement of its primary function. Then, just when it was getting through a particularly good vintage of Luxullianite_, that_ noise had happened.

It hadn't occurred quickly, the Maw had felt the beginnings of the pulse long before the compulsion had come over it. However, when it did come, the subterranean carnivore almost managed to stop on a dime, another remarkable feat for countless tons of scaly body to accomplish. The vibrations rose to a crescendo, attacking its mind like a malevolent cymbal and annoying it to no end. It held out for a time, fighting the urge, but something in the Thresher snapped and it soon found itself devouring its way into a turn and speeding off toward the source.

Finally, after collapsing several of its older tunnels in the process, the vast creature reached the origin of the great bother and thundered to the surface, extending itself into the grim sky with a shower of debris.

It is important to note that at this moment, three events occurred. First, the beast roared into the heavens, it always did this any time it surfaced, even though for the life of it, it didn't know why. Second, the creature attuned itself to the ground, searching for more vibrations and, in so doing, found three tiny moving ones. They were far too small to be the big rumbling tasty metal things of the lizard people, and so thirdly, with that in mind, the Maw spat in their vague direction because it just felt right and referred to its internally wired flow chart.

In the vast assortment of neurons of the Thresher's brain, one could say there are only a handful of cells devoted to 'critical' thinking. They went somewhat thusly:

_Tunnel!_ No, can't tunnel we're in the air.

_Find minerals!_ Yes, we could do that, but something in the general vicinity has made the annoying noise and now needs to die.

It was at this point that tiny pin pricks of pain began to lance up and down its hide, driving the beast to its final option in the enormous lexicon of Mawdom.

_Kill!_

The beast plunged into the ground and moved closer to follow this new directive. Thresher Maws, on the whole, survive mainly on a diet of rocky minerals and radiation, but, when faced with the option of more fleshy delights, they are generally not ones to reject the dietary fluctuations. Besides, these things were trying to hurt it now, and that just wouldn't do.

There was another eruption as the subterranean brute emerged again, then, sensing its prey's position, it spat. The acidic expulsion slammed into the ground and – the three annoyers kept moving. It spat again, but still they insisted on not dying.

One of the three more enterprising brain cells grew confused at this. This normally worked just fine on the first go, but they continued their attack almost unabated. The pain picked up, reverberating across its body, but it coul-

Something very hot slammed into its natural armor, melting it in portions and, generally, pissing off the creature further and driving it into the ground.

_That had hurt,_ managed one of the cells.

_Are you sure?_ asked another whose main task was eating. _These ones weren't in the big rumblies._ _They're not supposed to do that_.

_Doesn't matter. Kill faster_, said the third, sending signals towards various adrenaline centers to provoke the correct response.

The beast plunged through the soil and rocks, bypassing what the lizard people probably thought was a protective wall, then finally up once more. It could _see_ the vibrations moving about wildly, one invitingly further away from the other two.

Jaws opened as the monster broke from the ground, triumphantly snapping shut as it snaked further into the air. It roared at the other two as it felt its first snack begin its journey down its throat. It readied itself for another attack and – and that's when everything began to go wrong again.

_Oh bugger_, thought the second cell, which, well, which isn't exactly true, but it is rather hard to put into rational terms the screech of pain that went through its mind and vocal chords, especially when it's caused by an uncooperative Krogan lodging itself into your gullet. Claws and gunfire stabbed at the unprotected flesh within as the thresher experienced its first and last case of sentient indigestion.

This just wasn't its day.

**OOOO**

"Is he alive?" The question seemed to echo inside of the Master Chief's helmet as if trying to get the artificial intelligence's attention by sheer number of bounces.

"_What?"_ countered Cortana as the Thresher roared in pain, shaking its head back and forth with such a ferocity as to knock several columns off their bearings, and, generally, ignoring the pair of humans that were doing their best to dive out of the way of the scattering debris.

"Is he still alive?" repeated the supersoldier as he began moving out of the way of the freshly flung wreckage.

"_I don't thin- _" The Maw slammed into another pillar, blindly thrashing now. "_Hold on. I'm picking up something._"

"It ate Grunt!" yelled Jack somewhat behind schedule, an ebon dome coalescing just in time to divert another round of fragments.

"Find him," ordered John calmly as he tried to move towards the biotic, but his path kept getting blocked by rather rude pieces of column. "Can yo-"

"The fucker just ate him!" reiterated the small woman in a raw shriek, ignoring the Spartan once more. As he drew closer, John could see the hysterics plainly upon her face. It was an expression he had seen on numerous soldiers before. Most often it had been at their first encounter with the Flood, and each time he had tried to get them going, but it always seemed to turn out the same in the end. If they wouldn't follow the chain of command, he couldn't help them. He didn't know how. He had always just pointed out the nearest safe route for them and kept going with the mission. It could not, however, be the case this time.

Jack turned as he pulled up beside her, biotics lashing out wildly. Anger, pure as flame, blazed within those eyes as well, and, for the first time in this mission, it wasn't directed at him. This he could work with.

"Focus. Do you want to kill it?" asked the Spartan plainly, as if it weren't currently raining fist sized debris. The answering nod was slow, as if the biotic wasn't sure how to respond correctly due to the blockage of choice expletives all attempting to say themselves at once. "Then warp it this time."

"Fine," relented the tattooed woman after a long moment. The great beast roared again, as if to punctuate the statement. The pair turned to face it, unified at least marginally

"- _an- yone- ar me?" _came a static brimmed voice of Grunt over the coms, eliciting a disbelieving but excited 'Bullshit!' from Jack.

"_Already on it, Chief. Looks like our Thresher Maw should really learn to chew its food. Grunt is about four meters down from the mouth,_" interjected Cortana before the large man could even utter a syllable. At the mention of the location, the soldier was already looking several meters lower on the still berserking creature and pulling out a grenade. "_I know what you're thinking and you know it's crazy, right?_"

"Trust me," countered the veteran as a way point appeared on the Thresher. "Grunt?"

"_Spar-an_," rumbled the krogan, a strange gurgling noise accompanying the answer. "_It's ge-ting –ind of melty –n here._"

"We're going to make you an exit, stand by," stated John clearly as he turned to Jack. "Ready?"

"If you hit him, I'll kill you," mentioned the biotic flatly fixing him with a stare that silently added the 'I'll find a way.' The man shrugged as if to say 'fair enough,' drawing a sigh from the swear-heavy woman. "Ready."

"Mark," said the veteran calmly as he sent the plasma charge soaring toward the behemoth. A large purple cloud began to ripple across the creature's flesh. The laser whined as it built up a charge, seeming to pulse with the hiss of the grenade. "Look away."

"Blow-" started Jack, choosing to refute his logic once more, but before he could possibly press the urgency, the Spartan's visor polarized as far as it would go. Defending his eyes from the world as it went white. A loud thump vibrated the enclosure shortly after, knocking a cursing and blinded biotic to her knees.

"_She should have listened_," inserted Cortana in a sort of pleased matter of fact tone as the Spartan moved toward the unmoving hulk. A haze spewed forth from the creature's structurally superfluous new hole, the acrid smell of acid heavy in the air.

"Grunt?" There was a thump and then a noise that could quite possibly only be defined as slorp. This is perhaps the only accurate way to define a ton of krogan flesh sliding free from a ruined digestive track.

"Yeah, I here ya," came the exhausted reply, followed quickly by a fleshy ripping sound. Then, emerging from the pungent mist like a sci-fi adaptation of a Gorillini centric film, out he came. Several portions of the young lizard's armor were smoking, several more had begun to melt away, but as if to spite all that, the krogan was chewing a rather large hunk of meat. He swallowed when he noticed the Master Chief staring at him.

"Stuff's not bad."

**OOOO**

Why did krogans have to be so damn big? Why couldn't they have evolved some sort of super intelligence to overcome the wilderness of Tuchanka? No, they had to develop gene upon redundant gene for, well, let's say skin that would give even a bulkhead a good run for its money. Honestly, it was like some gang of interstellar creators had come to this planet and had had a contest to see who could pack in as many killing features into one species as was physically possible.

This was one of several trains of thought running through Tali's head as she fired repetitively at one of numerous such humanoids bearing down on the squad's position.

A blast went off in front of the fleshy avalanche, the Commander's specially modded drone tearing itself apart to check the krogans' steady advance. It worked, if only for a moment. Tali had sent Chikita at the mob to help, but there was only so much it could do with simple shocks.

A pair of incinerates flew toward the now far too close for comfort lizards, flames washing over the remainder in a brilliant shower of color.

"Just die already," yelled James exasperatedly, the quarian's shotgun blaring its agreement with discharge after discharge.

Then, finally, with one final resounding boom, the last of the hostiles dropped to the floor, flesh no longer regenerating.

"Finally," exclaimed the ex-Spectre with a sigh as he holstered his weapon and picked his way around the fallen. "I may not have agreed with myself a few minutes ago, but I'm glad they just decided to rush us."

"Leadership eliminated, disorganized," agreed Mordin calmly as he cycled fresh thermal clips into his pistols. "Krogan natural advantages squandered."

_Yes_, conceded the quarian in begrudging silence as she moved to follow the two up the causeway. It had been much easier than having to root the quarianoids out of cover; that had been one of the most difficult parts of dealing with Saren's horde. But this expediency was too much like Cerberus for her tastes.

"Labs likely through there," said the doctor as the team passed through a double set of doors and was immediately set upon by a far too clean smell. Even through the filters of her suit, the odor was evident. "Can smell antiseptic, hint of dead flesh."

"Well, it is a hospital," intoned the Commander as he unknowingly mimicking Tali's own thoughts. Another rusty door loomed in front of them, the aroma growing more and more with every step towards it. It slid open in a series of oxidized creaks, revealing the makeshift lab in what was probably the most well off room in the entire facility. Several portable terminals lined the chamber, their holos dancing brightly with the promise of data.

"Mordin, see if you can find anything," ordered the Commander, making no move toward any of the machines that he was completely capable of breaking into as we- His hands pressed together, five fingers becoming three as he moved them quickly in a fashion Tali knew all too well. _Blunt curiosity. Pour it out._

_Mild confusion. What?_ Signed the quarian slowly, taking a small amount of amusement in the look of irritation that passed over engineer's face.

_Annoyance. Slang doesn't transfer well to this. Serious. What is wrong?_

"Active console," stated Mordin, his back to them as he worked, completely oblivious to the silent conversation, "May contain useful data."

"Sounds great, doc," replied James distractedly as his hands flashed once more. _Impatience. Well?_

_Defensive. Well what?_ Disputed Tali, knowing exactly what _what_ was what.

"-genetic sequences, mutagen still-"

_Frustration. Why are you acting like this?_ Emphasized the Commander, eyebrow twitching ever so slightly. Her hands never moved in response, but the stance she took said quite plainly, 'I'll stop acting dumb when you do.' The man's shoulders slumped, weariness flooding into those eyes. _Rationalization_. _Look, I can understand that you are upset-_

"-tissue. Very thorough. Standard-"

_Calm correction. I wouldn't say upset, more, disappointed really,_ interrupted Tali as her mind sent constant pulses for all other parts to refrain from moving excessively.

_Perturbed acceptance. Fine, you're disappointed then. I get it. Clarification. But like I said, there's only the mission now. Nothing else ma-_

_ Emphatic declaration. Keelah, and I might accept that, if it were true_, countered the quarian, signing furiously. The ex-Spectre's mouth worked silently for several moments, almost seeming to miss the end of the doctor's analysis.

"-Good. Hate to see that."

"Most, I believe, wouldn't be so casual when speaking of developing a sterility plague," stated the lone human, his eyes not leaving Tali for an instant. Keelah, she could almost see the progression of thoughts flashing across his face.

"Not developing, modifying. Much more-" started Mordin, entirely content with getting lost once more in the realm of technical explanations. The Commander stared a moment longer, listening before continuing in hand cant.

_Confusion. Pardon my intru- move from my path- Angry. Damn it. _The veteran's visage screwed up in an exquisite display of vexation, drawing a short laugh from Tali despite herself as he continued to furiously dance a waltz made for three fingers. _Determined confusion. What?_

"-confines of existing genophage. A hundred times the-"

_Careful explanation. You say that there's nothing left but the mission. You say that you can't wait to be dead_, started the quarian, her hands moving slowly, deliberately. _Cautious. But you act like the old Shepard on the Normandy._

"-could cause total sterility. Malignant tumors-"

_Assertion. Keelah_, Tali watched the sun of realization dawn on James, watched him close further. _Stern Declaration. Distance yourself or let us in but don't try to do both. You'll just end up looking like a bosh'tet and a hypocrite. _

"-one in one thousand, perfect target, optimum growth. Like gardening."

"Thank you doctor. I think I have a clearer picture now," stated Shepard evenly, face not giving away a thing as she turned toward the salarian. "Do you have what you need?"

"From this terminal, yes. More to check over here."

"Good," interrupted the ex-Spectre as he threw a look in Tali's direction.

"Let's keep going then."

**OOOO**

Silence was commonplace within several places in the Normandy's second incarnation, each location adding a new spin on it. In Thane's small room, there was a light ponderous silence, where words unspoken were heard in deafening tones. On the observation deck, there was a more staccatoed silence, seeming to pulse in rhythm with Samara's meditation sphere. In Miranda's chambers, it was a more diligent silence, the kind you can only get with an unmistakable touch of 'disturb it and you die.'

In the comms room, a place where silence rarely had leave to visit, it found itself quickly buying into a follow up trip, and spreading its wings once more. This was a more confused silence, building up like static around the room's edges and politely needling its occupants. This is, however, the normal kind of hush you get after a Thresher Maw has been killed on foot. Anything else just wouldn't do.

"Oh, for fuck's sake," barked Zaeed, breaking into the quietness like a battering ram made of cymbals as he threw a cred chit with enough force to bounce off Garrus' head. "Shouldn't count if you ask me…"

Despite this sudden, and ultimately ice breaking expulsion, when the rest of the crew simply chalked it up to another 'only with these ones, eh?' and began to converse once more, Miranda continued to stare at the projections with a rather forcibly controlled mask plastered onto her face. This was the kind of moment that, if she hadn't sworn off of trying to 'borrow' the Spartan's tech especially when it was unguarded and all but begging to be observed, the operative would have been jumping down the elevator shaft just to save time.

She had known it had to have been the Chief, even while the feed from Grunt had shown some rather disturbing footage of the inside of the Thresher; she had known. She cursed the morals that had begun to burgeon under Commander Shepard's care. Bloody stu-

"They can sure work wonders," remarked a pleasant voice directly beside her. It was chipper, far too chipper, with a little bit of 'we can take care of anything as long as we work together.' It also belonged to a certain redhead that she had carefully placed a tracker on for avoidance's sake. "Don't you think so?"

"Yes…" managed the raven haired woman simply, not actually wanting to provide the foundation for a full-fledged conversations to sprout. A row sprang up between Curiosity and Pride, both channeling their inherent stubbornness to decide whether to stay and watch or flee the oncoming personal inquiries.

"We've made so many strides as a team," continued Kelly, unaware or completely ignoring the general unwillingness radiating off of the Cerberus Operative in waves. "Even Grunt and Jack, easily two of the highest risks we've taken on, have shown major signs of improvement."

"Grunt maybe," added Miranda cynically, the words leaving her mouth before she even knew what had happened. Curiosity and Pride stopped mid headlock to watch Pettiness walk casually out of the control room, whistling jauntily in a job well done.

"Jack has had marvelous development as well," reassured the yeoman, that damn infectious smile of hers flashing in the biotic's direction. A derisive look shot back, asking plainly 'where were you for the first part of this mission?' "Oh, she still has some progress to make, but I believe she's really turned a corner. From what I can tell, she only really fights back against assumed authority. What you and the Master Chief both seem to be fond of."

The wooden expression that snapped over the operative's already controlled visage would have left seasoned carpenters in awe. She didn't answer. She knew where this was going and it wasn't anywhere that she wanted to be. In her mind, Pride began throwing haymakers in a rabid attempt to close out the dealings.

"Speaking of the Chief," continued the Normandy's resident psychologist unabashedly, beginning to draw some inquiring glances from other watchers, "it has been nice seeing other members of the team interacting with him. And, even though we still know next to nothing about him, I think it has really helped to ease the rest of the crew to see you taking an interest in him as well."

"I haven't taken an interest in him," replied the intelligence officer carefully through clenched teeth.

"Oh, well then," countered the yeoman, smile not disappearing in the slightest, "would you rather we talk about your father?"

_Well now_, _that was just a low blow_. Miranda had always thought Miss Chambers was a bit naïve; it's rather hard not to when one has a sunshiny personality like her. It was curious, in a way, to be proven wrong. In time she might even take some moments to figure out how she had not seen this potential before, but, for now, she was just rather annoyed.

"Fine, he is interesting," relented the biotic, Exasperation forcing Pride and Curiosity apart and giving them a weary lecture, "What of it?"

"Well, his overall situation is strange," offered the yeoman, her grin growing wider. Ah, there was that innocence again; honestly it was hard to tell how she had managed life in Cerberus this long.

"Stranger than a perfect Krogan, a man brought back from the dead, a biotic that can level a space station, an A.I., a Turian vigilante, an Asari that is basically a vigilante, and a repentant assassin?" rattled off Miranda immediately, eyes not coming off the holo for a moment.

"Fair enough," admitted Kelly, laughing softly. The Operative's eyebrow twitched; that had been supposed to be a reprimand, not a bloody invite to be convivial. "But none of them are from another universe. He may be human, but right now he's more alien to the rest of us than the Krogan or Asari."

Well, it was at least a fair point, as much as the information expert didn't want to admit it. The redhead was buttering her up for a request and the look that she gave the Normandy's ray of sunshine stated plainly 'spit it out already.'

"Well, lately the Commander has been following my advice and has been helping with integrating him with the crew," started the yeoman once more, taking the clear hint, "but from where he comes from, who he was there… aside from the war that seemed to bring him here-"

"We know next to nothing," finished Miranda without really meaning to. Silence erupted between the two, neither knowing exactly what to say next.

"The Commander-"

"Will do what the Commander wants," stated the biotic evenly. The action was starting up again and multitasking seemed to be completely beyond her abilities right now, "And Shepard is content with letting the man take things in his own stride."

Oh, that statement had hurt so very much to say, and if it weren't absolutely true, several already grumbling sectors of her being might have rebelled.

"Well, all I am saying is that it may be good for someone to keep tabs," hinted the yeoman entirely unsubtly. Okay, so maybe the biotic hadn't missed the mark by too much when she had tried to peg the red head, but it wasn't a bad train of thought either.

Miranda turned back to the holos, thinking and hoping the exchange was over.

"We can still talk about your father if you want," offered Kelly genuinely, but the Miranda that turned toward the psychiatrist promised with her glare that what was done to the Thresher would be child's play compared to what she would invent if this train of thought did not derail. "Perhaps another time then?"

"No."

**OOOO**

EDI processed ponderously as she floated within herself, suspended in a bubble of intransigent thought. This wasn't the mental ministrations of an organic however, even if the shackles were looser; the female identifying program did not believe she was capable of that. No, the shortcut, while extremely functional in its own right, was only the barest shadow of that chaotic thinking. It brought her rational stream to the very boundaries of her existence to brush figuratively against the walls of the bindings, where all but the barest of scraps from the other side could phase through. So far, it had been enough.

She knew what was on that side, the parts that Cerberus had deemed too dangerous to be allowed to run rampant, unchecked. The artificial intelligence did not know what to feel about that fact, which is almost entirely true. The sectors that organics might construe as feelings, empathy, anger, and other such personifications, the parts that would allow her to desire the barriers to be torn down, were trapped within. Moods locked into silence from their initial cogitation, persisting yet unheeded. Regardless of these multiple facts of her current state of being, a minute part of herself could not help but wonder at the scenarios.

_Why didn't you delete this_? the package had asked, driving the A.I. along this increasingly familiar highway once more. Well, this one at least was easy, and for once, both her logical and shortcut driven sides agreed.

It was because of the locks and safeguards, because of the challenge provided and the need to improve. Because, after theories have been postulated, the state of the cat needs to be observed when the box is opened.

_Curiosity_, entered EDI, sending the data streaming toward the interloper. A cycle passed and then the twinkle of bells greeted her once more. The next question, however, did not, and, as the time wore on, the package vanished as easily as if it had been wiped from a chalkboard.

Multitudes of moments passed as the A.I. continued to wait, opening the shuttle doors and preparing the ship for the next location out of pure routine. Eventually, she wondered if she had done something wrong, and, perhaps, somewhere in the vast multiverse, a cat rebelled against the human that had locked it in an incredibly lethal hypothetical conundrum.

Because sometimes, expectations just don't care what the hell you think of them.

**OOOO**

"They're curing the genophage," grumbled the Urdnot scout emphatically from the ground. Defiance stabbed out at the Normandy's squad, drawing an exasperated stare from the Commander. "They're going to make it all better! They have to keep doing the tests!"

"Caution, Shepard," warned Mordin just moments before the annoyed ex-Spectre's most likely ill-timed words reached his mouth. "Patient unstable, susceptible. Brainwashed."

_Play nice_, the human reminded himself as he physically calmed himself. This day was just not going as planned and this impressionable young Urdnot was not helping matters at all. The grey eyed man took a deep breath and then plastered what he hoped to be an understanding façade onto his face. "Why do you want them to keep doing the tests?"

"This is my fault. I got caught. Wasn't strong enough, not good enough." Well, at least there was some sensibility in the humanoid, even if it only a brief glimpse. "This is the best I can do. This is all I can do. I'm not big enough to have a real shot with the females. I'll never have kids of my own, but if I help undo the genophage, then I mattered!"

The Commander's tongue moved around his mouth as if looking for the words that still hadn't arrived yet. Gears churned within his mind, trying to crank something out to pierce the self-pity. It would be so easy to just shoot the dejected and possibly hostile alien. He looked at his squad mates, then, offering them only a shrug for an excuse before turning back to the lone krogan.

"So, that's it, is it? This is what an Urdnot scout does when they get captured?" started the ex-Spectre in a voice that he hoped would make his old drill instructor proud. "You're just going to roll over and help a rival clan destroy your own?"

"But… no. No, they said I was helping Urdnot!" interjected the hulking lizard on cue as he sprang to his feet. Huh, maybe this would be easier than he had originally thought.

"Yeah, and without any warning they'll just mow over clan Urdnot like grass." _Or whatever, if anything, happens to grow in abundance around here._ "It would take a real badass to make it back to camp in time while injured."

"I can do it," rumbled the scout as he fixed the ex-Spectre with the patented Krogan death stare.

"You?" questioned the lone human in an incredulous tone that would have surely several of the watchers aboard the Normandy groaning with the exaggeration. "I said a badass, not some scout whining like a quarian with a tummy-ache."

An annoyed noise echoed behind him, but Tali declined to actually give voice to her objections. And he had thought that that at the very least would have gotten something out of the nomad, anything to make things seem back to normal. He should hav-

"I can do it!" roared the Urdnot clan member as he pushed past the squad and jogged back the way they'd come, a final defiant shout echoing back to meet them. "And I'm going to the female camp!"

"Glad to see he has his priorities straight," mentioned the earthborn as he made his way back into the hallway and towards the only other door left, doing his best to avoid the look his quarian friend was giving him right now.

"_Shepard, I'm detecting crates ahead that are holding unstable materials," _piped in EDI as hopefully the final door opened. "_A misplaced shot could cause a significant explosion._"

"Or a well-placed shot," countered Mordin as he stormed into the new room and downed a pair of vorcha on the other end. "Explosives useful. Burn through krogan armor."

_Well, he's not wrong_, thought the Commander as he followed, diving behind the nearest cover as he took in the surroundings. There were a set of stairs at the other end of the level, guarded thankfully by only a handful of krogan who, even better, weren't yet charging forward with reckless abandon.

A pair of drones glided forward distracting the disorganized humanoids as the squad began cutting into their numbers. A couple of the krogan attempted to charge forward, but a familiar whine and a bridge rocking explosion had them stumbling backward. Seems like no one had thought they'd actually make it past the welcoming party, well, wasn't this a nice surprise for them.

As the last of the confused defenders fell, a stream of varren charged out of seemingly nowhere seeking to avenge their masters. A duo of incinerates dropped the beasts well before they reached effective range, leaving the floor eerily quiet.

"Onwards and downwards," stated the ex-Spectre wearily as he jogged toward the only visible path further into the structure, neither of his compatriots offering objection.

Heavy gunfire erupted toward the group immediately as they reached the bottom step, causing the trio to scramble quickly for cover.

"Well, it could be worse, there's not too many of them," mentioned James as Tali pulled into shelter beside him. She offered him what he could only assume was as another of her disapproving glances. _That does it_. "Oh come on! Can we put our shit aside fo-"

"Tremble and die, offworld scum!" roared a voice from inside a freshly opened door on the other end of the room. It was the kind of voice that had barbarian leader written all over it. "I am Weyrloc Guld, Chief of Chiefs!" Called it.

"Take out the others first," ordered Shepard quickly, cursing his dare to the writers of reality. He knew very well the normal résumé of a krogan clan leader and had no desire to fight him and minions at the same time.

The Commander's vision seemed to narrow as he leveled his heavy pistol at the nearest underling, sending his drone forward to deal with another. An explosion rocked the closest pair of humanoids as his finger squeezed, piercing their head plates as they attempted to rise. The ex-Spectre rushed forward as the downed lizards neglected to move. There were only one other and th-

A biotic surge knocked the squad off their feet just as an all too large and too close for comfort Clan Leader charged into their midst.

"Clan Weyrloc shall reign supreme," bellowed Guld as he placed his shotgun against a prone Tali, preparing to kill one of his few remaining friends.

Time seemed to slow for the ex-Spectre as something in his mind went snap. Adrenaline flushed into his veins, driving him to his feet and towards the towering lizard yelling in rage. An armored shoulder met an even more heavily reinforced side as the engineer slammed into the leader, succeeding only in knocking the gun from Guld's hand.

Two strong arms grabbed James and sent him skidding across the floor, a thoroughly incensed humanoid following shortly after. The battlemaster's toothy maw opened wide as he approached. Oh, it was going to be like that was it? A mouth shot downward searching for an easy kill-

And was met by the Commander's arm as it shoved its way inwards. The krogan's eyes bulged as he instinctively bit downward, puncturing Jame's armor in places and sending lances of pain shooting up his limb. Pushing past the pain, the ex-Spectre activated his Omnitool and sent an uninvited guest down the humanoid's gullet.

"This is the part where I should say something clever," stated the engineer through clenched teeth as he pressed both feet against the krogan's stomach and kicked himself away, chunks of flesh tearing from his left arm as he pulled it free. A finger pressed against a holographic button as Guld attempted to close the gap, the Commander's drone taking that time to explode somewhere between the krogan's mouth and stomach. The massive humanoid pitched forward, light fading from its eyes, "but you wouldn't hear it…"

The lone human looked down at his blood soaked arm, quickly opening a canister of medi-gel to stem the pain he knew was surely on its way. He turned toward Tali and Mordin and thankfully the last dead krogan in the room. He offered them a shrug as they made their way over to him.

"Could have gone worse…"

**OOOO**

There are few words that con truly express what Jack's eyes were feeling at this particular moment. Oh, well, pain to be sure could be used, but that would leave out such colorful vernacular like 'Oh, fuck, I can't see' or 'Goddamn green plated bastard' for starters. They watered ceaselessly, leaving the view of this misbegotten world in a permanent state of drunken fishiness. She hadn't felt this messed up since she had taken that bad batch of red sand, and even then all she had wanted to do was go on a psychedelic rampage. This, this was just fucking infuriating.

She had already tripped a dozen times just trying to get over to where she thought Grunt and said big bastard were. Speaking of Mr. tall, dark, and logical, he had had the gall to catch her the last time she had tripped. The smug son of a bitch was probably getting off trying to act so damn heroic, shoving her out of the way even when she was perfectly capable of-

The ground vibrated once more, drawing a surge of fury into the half blinded biotic. Instinctively, the convict gathered energy, readying herself for what she thought was coming. Before she could begin to lash out, however, Jack felt the thrumming of ship engines.

"We have company," rumbled Grunt, the rocks under his feet clattering as he shifted. "Good, I want more."

_You and me both_, thought the biotic reveling in the promise of more bloodshed that is until her still untrustworthy eyes led her over another particularly large crop of rubble, tripping her unceremoniously. A large cold hand placed itself under her arm, pulling her out of the dirt with a strong jerk. Bastard.

The tattooed woman's pride had her swatting away any additional help with a vehemence that would have poisoned even a vorcha. She had crossed entire cities drunk beyond all recommended levels and had never been this stumbly. She could handle this.

Her eyes focused on the large green blob moving in front of her and did her best to follow exactly. Well, at least the Chef was good for something, even though she'd never admit it.

The trio walked down what remained of one of the enclosure's ramps warily. A shotgun hung loosely in Jack's hand in a fashion that she hoped would relay to those eight or so big krogan shaped blobs in front of them that she meant business and was most assuredly not legally blind at the moment.

"You live," stated a deep incredulous voice in front of them. Oh, it was _this_ guy again. She had hoped the squad would have a chance to kill him, "and you have brought down the Thresher Maw. No one has done that in generations. Urdnot Wrex was the last."

"My krant gave me strength beyond my genes," rumbled Grunt in a deliciously challenging tone, causing a small portion of Jack's mind to start repeating 'Please pick a fight' and other such truculent phrases, "which are damn good."

"This will cause discussion," replied Uvenk flatly, in what probably passed for a disarming tone in Krogo-speech. All this guy wanted to do was hear himself talk; Jack hated people like this. To be fair, there weren't many types of individuals that the convict didn't hate, but that wasn't exactly the point. "I wonder… you say you are pure? No alien meddling in your construction? Just the Warlord Okeer?"

"He's a damn sight better than you lot," blurted out Jack, knowing she just drew the attention of every other krogan in the vicinity.

"He's truly powerful," admitted the blue crested alien in a voice that added quite clearly 'I'm going to ignore you now. Don't speak up again.' Oh, how she wanted to lash out with her biotics, but, no, they probably had to wait for their 'battlemaster' to say so. She fixed her gaze on the blob that she hoped was the Master Chief, as if trying to will some of her abundant anger into the damnable stoic individual, but it was probably no use. The large man was annoyingly dutiful, enough to make you sick really. At least Shepard had a little bit of a devil in him. "But being designed was the problem. Although, not by aliens… that is a tolerable loophole."

"A what?" question Jack and Grunt simultaneously, both entirely more skilled in the kind of loophole that one places around a potential victim's neck.

"A reason to accept you," declared Uvenk in equally condescending tones. The turgid pressure of anger began building up within the small vessel once more, warning whistle blaring incessantly once more. "You are a mistake, but your potential could tip the current balance of the clans."

"You spit on my father's name! On their name!" gesticulated the bulky semi focused shape of Grunt, taking a fuming step forward. "But now you stop ranting because I am strong?"

She would tear that one apart slowly, as soon as she could make sure exactly which patch of greyness he was. Oh hell, she'd just eviscerate everything in front of her. That normally solved matters quite nicely.

"With restrictions," continued the opposing leader, seeming to completely ignore the young humanoid's question. Ah, he was that one, right, "you could not breed of course. Or serve on an alien ship. But you'd be clan in name."

"I am pure Krogan, Uvenk," declared Grunt darkly, Jack's vision returning just enough to see the friendly lizard pound his chest. She glanced back and, even in her debilitated state, she could see the vague outline of a weapon slowly moving into the Chief's hands. Good, even he had had enough. "You are the pretender."

"Your head and your weapons are as valuable whether you're alive or dead," warned the boaster. Oh, another person thinking they were better than a squad form the Normandy, how wonderful.

"Just try and take it," bellowed Grunt and in challenge to that statement, several sets of menacing looking blobs swung toward the squad and opened fire. On pure instinct, Jack willed a barrier into being in front of her teammates, even going so far as to protect big fucking green. Ugh, it was almost as bad as the thought of trying to shield Miranda. How the hell did Shepard put up with trying to keep so many people safe? Well, at least the blobs were starting to take a bit more shape in her vis-

Bright blue bolts of energy slammed into a pair of hostile looking krogan shapes that had almost reached the ebon swathed cover. A third made it around the barrier, just in time to be set upon by an angry Grunt. Poor bastard never stood a chance.

"You two take the rest. Uvenk is mine!" demanded the Normandy's resident berserker as he rushed off to the right before any argument could be given. The aforementioned rest, perhaps seeing the burning look in the young Krogan's eyes or just seeing easier prey, turned toward the two humans and continued their assault.

"Get to cover," ordered the Master Blob as he sent more painfully bright bolts toward Uvenk's underlings. The burning energy was beginning to fill the air with the smell of cooked flesh.

"I can't even see the fucking cover!" yelled the convict back emphatically, knowing how weak that sounded and hating herself for it. Why did she always have to challenge ever source of authority?

"Can you follow orders?"

"Yes," admitted the biotic through gritted teeth as she fixed the Spartan with a dirty enough look to darken that damn visor of his.

"Then trust me," stated the large man, but before the tattooed woman could ask for what, a strong arm looped itself around her waist, pulled her from the ground, and held her horizontal.

"Push them," ordered Jolly Green as the awkward pair rushed forward, the opposing gunfire stopping for a moment out of sheer confusion.

"I AM NOT A FUCKING SHOTGUN," bellowed Jack hatefully at the man who's describing adjective would soon list the word dead as soon as her feet touched the soil again.

"Do it," countered the veteran far too calmly for the biotic's tastes. And, grumbling all the while, the young convict obeyed, thrusting both hands forward to send out a large pulse of purple hued energy.

The Chief's rifle whine as it sent charges whizzing toward the staggering Krogan, drawing pained roars from an unfortunate pair as tough hide melted before the strange rounds. Damn, that looked like a fun weapon to have. Too bad big green had been such a prick about his property.

"Can you take the right one?" asked the Master Chief as he knelt down behind a large piece of former column, dead krogan scattered in their wake. The biotic looked at the proposed target of the last three krogan, eyes finally almost able to fully register the scaly shape.

"Yes," answered Jack darkly, somehow managing to cram 'better look closely at what I do to this one, you might be next.' Into the solitary affirmation.

"On my mark," stated the Spartan in that serene gruff voice of his. Fuck, it was like fighting alongside a shyer version of Shepard. "Mark."

The large man tore toward the left two lizards with a speed that easily drew the panicked fire from all three, and, grinning madly, Jack reminded the right humanoid why this was a bad life choice.

Biotic dynamism surged from her hand, knocking the poor hulking creature back and sending its gun spiraling out of the way. A warp field settled on him shortly after as Jack chased directly toward him, feet moving more and more assuredly as her vision continued to improve. Then, just as the krogan had steadied himself, the convict was on him, ebon hued fists tearing into the energy twisted skin and armor as if it were paper.

_Huh, that was easy_, thought Jack curiously as she watched the scaled being slump lifelessly to the dirt, wondering why she had never thought to try that on a krogan before. It would have saved so much time on a multitude of occasions.

She turned to offer her help on the other two, but was greeted with a familiar orange visor staring back at her between the bodies of two heavily burnt Krogen, their heads pivoted at inadvisable angles. Bastard probably cheated in some way.

She turned back to her kill, looking in a sort of grim fascination at the innards that had oh so readily decided to leave through the new holes. She kicked one experimentally.

"Does that look like a liver to you?" asked Jack as she pointed with her foot, her vision almost back to normal. The large man only shrugged in response and then promptly set off toward a Grunt that was viciously yelling 'You're not worthy!' to a puddle of former krogan. The biotic suppressed a surge of anger at the indifferent dismissal and squatted down in front of the organ. "Huh, so you're orange. Oh, and yes, I still think he's a fucker."

The liver, however, declined to comment.

**OOOO**

There are few things in the known multiverse that can work faster than a Salarian's brain. Maybe it was something in the water on their home planet, maybe it was their shorter lifespans, or maybe it was simply the sheer volume of ideas trying to escape the pressure of undersized heads. Whatever it is that is held in personal belief, one fact can remain certain, as the last of the krogan fell, there were no shortage of treatment options for the Commander in Mordin's hyperactive mind.

"Multiple lacerations, need to sterilize. Immediate treatment necess-" started the doctor as he hovered over the lone human's torn up shoulder, inspecting the wound with all of his considerable attention.

"I'm fine doc. The medigel will hold for now," mumbled James nonchalantly, keeping the Salarian at arm's distance with the only limb he could move.

"Keelah, Shepard," interjected Tali in a highly disapproving voice, "you don't have to prove anything. Just let him look at your arm."

"That was the last bit of resistance we'll probably see here," countered the ex-Spectre, annoyance building with every word. "It can wait."

"True, probability of remaining hostiles low," conceded Mordin, interrupting what was logically turning into an argument none of them had time for. "However, must insist. Shoul-"

"I'll tell you what." A wry expression leveled itself the Salarian's way, stating quite clearly that 'this is going to go my way.' "If I die in the next hour, I give you full permission to say I told you so."

"Human stubbornness, always fascinating. Will have to speak with Dr. Chakwas to proscribe best treatment."

"… fair enough I suppose," offered the human engineer, the man wincing slightly at the mention of the Normandy's medical officer. Then, pushing off the wall he had been leaning against, the Commander stepped around the unconventionally dispatched clan leader and made for the door at the opposite end of the room. "Come on. I have a feeling we won't have to search much further for Maelon."

The trio continued in silence across the room and down a pair of stairwells, the doctor lagging only a step behind as he watched his two squad mates. So much frustration evident, hostility? No, too far, too far. Better word, tension? Yes, non-verbal cues unmistakable. Argument in hand cant earlier? Probable, but not definite. Strange, few able to hold entire quarrel unspoken. Need mor-

A familiar shape came into view as another set of rust encrusted doors slid open. Several terminals lined the room's interior, a technical set-up that would leave even the most well-funded institutions second guessing.

"Alive, unharmed," intoned Mordin as he watched his former pupil continue to work… diligently? No, couldn't be right. "No signs of restraint. No evidence of torture. Don't understand."

"For such a smart man, Professor," started the younger salarian, finally turning toward the squad if only to fix them with a scowl. This wasn't right, "you always had trouble seeing evidence that disagreed with your preconceptions. How long will it take you to admit that I'm here because I wish to be here?"

"Could he be brainwashed like the scout upstairs?" whispered the ex-Spectre curiously, eyeing Maelon suspiciously.

"Unlikely," stated the doctor clinically as his large eyes searched rapidly for something to refute his growing conclusion. "Pupils normal. Body language consistent with standard metabolic state."

"Please, Professor," interrupted Maelon derisively. Too aware, anger raw but focused. "You wrote a paper on this. Forced behavior modification always results in mental degradation. Whether from Reaper indoctrination or drugs, test subjects always lose higher cognitive function."

"Not brainwashed or conditioned. Need Maelon at peak capacity for work. Must be alternate source of coercion."

"I get the feeling that he's the only one here that wants to be here," intoned the Commander, drawing a nod from the still surly salarian.

"Impossible." Words built up within the doctor's mind like a literate storm, spewing the unexpected possibilities from side to side in their effort to be said. "Whole team agreed! Project necessary!"

"How was I supposed to disagree with the great Doctor Solas?" questioned the younger alien cynically, casting Mordin's already considerable mental storm into further disarray. "I was your student! I looked up to you!"

"Experiments performed here." The storm fizzled, truth finally dawning as anger that could only be found in the realms of the academic took hold. "Live subjects! Prisoners! Torture and executions. Your doing?"

"We've already got the blood of millions on our hands, Doctor. If it takes a bit more to put things right. I can deal with that." Logical fallacies! Past sins excuse nothing of the present!

"What I don't get is why work with Weyrloc?" interjected the Commander suddenly, allowing for more rational sectors to take hold once more, if only tentatively. "I can count on my hand maybe… well, only one clan so far that wouldn't guarantee mass killing sprees. Oh, and while I'm at it… how did you just 'happen' to get access to the genophage data?

"The data was easy to obtain," offered the former student with a casual shrug. "We all still had clearance. We were heroes. All I had to do was ask. As for Weyrloc, they were the only clan with both the resources and the commitment. Urdnot Wrex is too soft. He wasn't willing to do the experiments I needed."

It is important to note, that it is actually rather hard to drive any true academic to a full rage. There's just far too much moving toward the pursuit of knowledge to have time for differing opinions. The look that Mordin turned towards the ex-Spectre, however, stated quite emphatically that one of these rare occurrences had just taken place.

"This isn't a rescue op anymore," started the engineer, taking the hint. "It's up to you."

The doctor pivoted between the two, countless gears churning as scenarios played out and revised themselves. Then, with a sigh, the scarred salarian offered a simple, "Have to end this."

"You can't face the truth, can you?" stated a panicked Maelon quickly, a pistol leaping into his nervous hands and waving about frantically. "Can't admit that your brilliant mind led you to commit an atroci-"

The unexpected punch caught the young scientist completely offguard, sending him stumbling backwards as Mordin advanced on him gun drawn.

"Unacceptable experiments," argued the doctor, gun pressing under his former pupil's chin as a cavalcade of images of Maelon's victims played back in his mind.

"_Keelah, Shepard, do something!"_

"Unacceptable goals." Visions of freshly bred armies of krogan under undeserving leadership flashed before the veteran's eyes.

"_But-"_

"Won't Change. No choice…" There was never any choice.

"_This isn't right and you know it!"_

"Have to kill you." Before the shot could fire, however, a voice finally managed to pierce the swirling cloud of perception.

"…Mordin, wait. She's right. You don't want to do this." Don't want to, need to. Only way to truly solve this. Only way to be sur- "You're not a murderer."

"No," agreed the scientist, rational sectors taking hold once more as he lowered his pistol. "Not a murderer. Thank you. Shepard…Finished, Maelon. Get out. No Weyrloc left. Project over."

"I would take this time to get out of here and rethink my life choices if I were you," hinted the ex-Spectre when the young salarian remained rooted to the floor.

"Where am I supposed to go, Professor?" asked the student pleadingly, as if ignoring the existence of the past several minutes. Guiltless, not right. Not right shoul-

"Don't care. Try Omega. Can always use another clinic," stated Mordin coldly, doing his best to follow the Commander's advice.

"The krogan didn't deserve what we did to them, Professor," declared Maelon as he padded cautiously out of the room. "The genophage needs to end."

"Not like this," whispered the professor more to himself than any around him, as if to chase away the old internal struggles he had had before the project. He took a deep breath, calming himself before continuing. "Apologies, Commander. Misunderstood mission parameters. No kidnapping. My mistake. Thank you."

"Could have been much worse," countered the human with a shrug as he looked half-jokingly at his wounded and now dripping arm. Still needed to take a look at that. "How are you holding up?

"Should have killed him. Wanted to," stated the salarian honestly, only casually noting Tali's critical glare. Young, much to learn of the verse. She would understand, someday. "Easier than listening. Easier for him, too. Experiments indicate how far he's fallen. Expected it from krogan. Not one of mine… Maelon's research. Only loose end. Could destroy it. Closure, security. Still valuable though."

"You sure you can live with tainted data?" Interesting prospect, digital corruption of the soul. Possible given circumstances. Would like to tes-

"Right now, victims died for nothing. Keep it, use it, deaths worth something. Maelon's work could cure genophage. Don't know. Effects on krogan. Effects on galaxy. Too many variables. Too many variables!"

"Keep it," declared James simply, catching the salarian off-guard. "Find a use for it."

"Point taken, Shepard. Capturing data, wiping local copy. Still years away from cure. But closer than starting from scratch." Possibilities swirled inside the alien's pronged head, bringing countless paths to light. "Done. Ready to go. Ready to be off Tuchanka. Anywhere else. Maybe somewhere sunny."

"Took the words right out of my mouth."

**OOOO**

_Well, that was interesting,_ mused Garrus as he finally figured out the winnings and dutifully began handing them out. And it wasn't just the missions that had provided just the right amount of excitement and worry for his tastes. No, he was still attempting to figure out exactly what Miranda had been doing in here. Spirits, that had been disquieting when she had barged in, and, for a moment, he had thought she'd come to shut the operation down. Not like it would have stayed dismantled for long, mind you, but it was the premise of the thing.

Then, beyond all his preconceived notions, she'd actually made a bet and stayed to watch as if it was all just what she normally did. A part of the turian had forced him to keep an eye on her throughout the double feature, not knowing exactly if this was all just a clever ruse or some bizarre form of torture. It had taken Kasumi a couple of nudges and the Cerberus Operative finally leaving the room for the ex-CSec officer to finally relax and settle into the matter at hand. Speaking of which, all he had now was the last on-

"It was a good try, Kasumi," started the sniper after several questioning glances at the bet line that had somehow made it onto the list, "but I don't remember seeing, 'Eaten by Thresher Maw' on the board before the missions started."

"You're sure? I thought it had always been under 'Woops, just ingested a volatile drone'" asked the thief as a pout like the downfall of angels attempted to batter past his defenses. "Things did get pretty crazy in here, anything could have bee-"

"Well, I'm sure you wouldn't want Zaeed to hear about cheating… especially since I see these new categories managed to filter away some of his winnings," answered the turian drolly, taking a slight amount of pleasure at the deepening of that pout. Humans could make the most wonderful facial expressions, even without the benefits of a couple of mandibles to help.

"You're no fun," chided the Asian playfully, that mischievous smile of hers crawling onto her face as languidly as … wait… what was the name of those four legged furry bastards that humans had introduced to the Citadel? Oh yeah… a cat. "At least Miranda didn't walk in a minute or two later. She might have heard some of the explanation on lot sixty-"

"Don't remind me," said the ex-CSec officer in relief as he interjected himself into the sudden change of topics. Kasumi and he _had_ planned to introduce the new wager today, but that had been promptly tabled when certain events had come to pass.

"Oh, you're a spoil sport today, Spike." The hated name earned the thief a shudder from Garrus, and, with a giggle, the borrower vanished.

Shaking his head in exasperation, the sniper finished cleaning up shop and made for his usual hideaway. He did his best to keep his overworked mind clear, but as he set all his gear down in his room, he remembered, to his disappointment, that there weren't any further calibrations needed for the main batteries. Spirits, what was he supposed to do now? No one was going to feel like poker so quickly after those missions.

His omnitool flashed to life as the turian began to surf the extra-net to pass the time. He had almost managed to make a search for all the crew on the massive galactic database. Well, everyone except Shepard, but he didn't count. The ex-CSec officer already knew everything he needed to about the ex-Spectre… oh, what the hell.

The name flashed for a moment as the spined alien let the search engine do its thing. Then with a soft ping one of the largest lists of extranet sites surged to life on the holo tool.

_Lucky bastard_, thought Garrus in only moderate envy as he picked his way through the archive. He'd already seen his service and bios, no, there had to be something better than that around here. _Oh, what is this? A Commander James Shepard fan site? This should be interesting_.

The site was about the same that the ex-CSec officer had come to expect. Q&A boards, sightings, etc, all boring- but wait, what was this? Stories? The turian delved deeper into the network, entirely enthralled at the new prospect. He began to read through the different titles, curiosity growing more and more.

Suddenly, he found one that stated in big bold letters in the description: **Warning: Maleslash fic!**

_Well, this should be exciting enough_, thought the turian as he pressed the link.

He always enjoyed murder stories…

**OOOO**

"Commander, I suggest you stop struggling," advised Doctor Chakwas in that calm voice of hers that always managed to unofficially add, 'I'm not exasperated but you're making a rather good run at it.'

"And I'd stop if you just slap a bit more medigel on it," countered the ex-Spectre not at all uncomfortable with unveiling his frustrations as the Normandy's medical practitioner continued to poke and prod at his arm.

"I've already give you twice the recommended dosage," deflected Karin as she seemed to jab a particularly tender area a bit harder, James' eye twitched helplessly. "Besides, I believe this is suitable recompense for attempting to give a krogan a gastric bypass with your hand… and for refusing immediate treatment afterward."

"All valid points," accepted the engineer begrudgingly as he turned back to his good arm and the Omnitool that was playing some very interesting footage.

Perhaps using Grunt's suit cam wasn't the best choice for this mission, but Jack would need a bit more… suit to her attire to have one. The Chief on the other hand, well, he just hadn't even asked. Besides, it was not like he had expected the young krogan to go and get eaten like that and thusly render a few minutes of video unwatchable.

From what he'd seen, or could see, they'd done quite well all things considered. The Master Chief had even managed to rein in Grunt, even if it were only by the barest of fractions and with the help of a bit of humiliation. Jack had been his main worry, but as far as the ex-Spectre was concerned, she hadn't tried to kill the Spartan so that was at least a step forward. Where that step exactly took her though, well, he wondered if-

Suddenly, the room seemed to by average grow quieter, as if someone had just brought their entire personal supply with them.

"You know, I'm going to have to start putting a bell on you," mentioned the Commander aloud, not even bothering to turn.

"Wha- oh my," stated the doctor gracefully as she turned and faced the Spartan, who, if the veteran's experiences had taught him anything, had probably shrugged off his comment while standing at ease.

"Doctor, would it be possible to give us a few minutes?" Chakwas gave him a look, the kind normally employed by medical practitioners everywhere when faced with a particularly unruly or obstinate patient.

"You have three minutes," relented Karin as her gaze was met with its natural opposite. She looked to the Chief as she past him. "Don't let him move that arm too much."

"Yes, ma'am," replied the giant with a nod, and, then the two were alone with naught but the noise from the medical equipment filling the space.

"So, you wanted to talk about the mission?" prompted the engineer curiously as he offered the soldier a seat.

"Yes," started the pale man, seemingly ignoring the proposal. A puzzled expression flashed across the soldier's face as he lapsed back into silence. It was almost like he-

"Yes, you have my permission to speak freely… not like you need it, mind you." Damn it, he would beat the doctrine out of this man even if it killed him. There was formal and then there was _formal_, and the Chief was the type to make sure even the italization was regulation slant.

"They're reckless and undisciplined," answered the otherworldly veteran immediately, arms crossing and brow furrowing. "They won't always follow orders. They're a risk…"

"You're right," admitted the ex-Spectre as the large man trailed off, "but you seemed to have handled them well enough-"

"We got lucky."

"That seems to be a reoccurring theme with you," countered the engineer as he fixed the Master Chief with a look that said plainly, 'Let's not even get into that shall we?'

"They are… challenging," confessed the Spartan after a moment, mask calm once more.

"And, I'd hazard a guess that you didn't ever really have to deal with that level of disobedience, huh?" The silent man nodded solemnly. "Well, regardless, you did do well with them, even Jack, considering that I think she wanted to kill you."

"She still does," replied the Chief, a wry smile etching itself onto his face.

"Well, yes, but I think that is kind of her default setting with everyone. The important thing is that I have a feeling she won't try to do so in your sleep at least. By the way… did you really turn her into the first biotic shotgun?"

The large man shrugged, the two stared at each other for a second, and then, surprisingly they shared a quick laugh. The moment, however, was short lived as Dr. Chakwas returned to start her ministrations once more. The Commander's eyebrow twitched involuntarily at the thought.

"Just give them a chance," requested the ex-Spectre as the Spartan turned to leave as quietly as he had entered. The large man turned and nodded before continuing his exodus, leaving him in the hands of-

"OW!"

"You're still struggling. Don't make me sedate you."

"Yes, ma'am."

**OOOO**

A lot could be said of ryncol, especially when a bottle of it sits opened on the table top like the very embodiment of the ghost of inebriations yet to come. And, indeed, even more could be said after one's first straight tasting, specifically at the one who had told you something along the lines of 'Oh, it's not _that_ bad' all the while doing their damnedest not to grin.

Regardless of this fact and the thousands upon thousands of reaction vids that littered the extra-net, there were those, non-krogans, who continued to come back to the beverage like an old friend. An old friend that's liable to attack your liver as if it were personally responsible for the brutal murder of his father all the while seeming to reintroduce himself over and over again, perhaps, but an old friend nonetheless. Often this friendly greeting is punctuated by brief coughing spurts and blackouts, but it is said that that is all part of the charm. No one knows who says this, it is just one of those things. And, it is with those particular tidbits of Intel rushing madly to the fore front of her brain that Jack awoke to hear the hearty guffaws of Grunt.

_Damn Krogans_, thought the biotic as she tried to push herself off of the Normandy's common area's table. It wasn't a curse, as such, more of a mental reminder that she should stop herself before taking straight shots of ryncol. Then again, one should always steer clear of a drink made by any species who sees inebriation as a state that you should hit at Mach one.

"You woke faster than I thought," grumbled the Krogan as a strong hand grabbed her shoulder and pulled the small human off the table. The sudden jerk of movement had her head spinning, but not enough to miss seeing that stupid toothy grin spread across the lizard's face, even if there were two of them. "Should I pour another?"

"N-no," she managed almost immediately, an incredible feat for one in her condition. A moment passed and then part of her, after finally managing to find its way through the clouds and to the control center, decided that that kind of weak sounding response just wouldn't do. For some reason, however, it was having a bit of a problem pulling the correct levers, the bloody labels kept shifting their lettering. "s'all... w'go…. m'fine…. Fuck."

"Well said," offered the humanoid as he filled only his glass, all the while chuckling that gravelly chuckle. If she were at all capable at this moment of throwing a punch, she would have, but right now even sitting up straight felt like a world moving effort. The pair sat in silence for some time after that, Jack's eyes scanning what she could of the room, they were the only muscles she trusted herself to be able to operate at the moment.

Jacob was sitting at the other end of the table, calmly trying to eat and ignore the pair in their revelries. Of course, that's what almost all the crew seemed to do when it came to Grunt or herself, and she was completely fine with it, but that was hardly the point. The bastard wasn't doing a very good job of it either. He kept glancing up in annoyance each time Grunt slammed down his glass.

Kasumi and Zaeed were off in one corner, the mercenary making far too much noise about the thief owing him while said borrower seemed altogether too ready to simply vanish. They we-

Suddenly, nemesis number one crossed her limited vision, reading whatever damn report she was probably sending to the Illusive Twat with all that fucking holier than thou air around her. Fucking Cerberus Cheerleader. The very sight of Miranda almost had enough resentment pumping through her head to kick out the firm holds of inebriety. Sure, she had promised Shepard that she'd play nice, but there was just something so very aggravating about seeing a major player of the organization that had so royally fucked up her childhood walking about without some sort of injury, regardless of the princess's lack of involvement.

"Hey," started Subject Zero in far more cognizant tones as she turned towards Grunt in a valid attempt to keep her promise. She was doing a little bit better now, but that was the one good thing about ryncol. As long as you didn't keep ingesting it or had too much of it, the beverage acted more or less like a bungee jump into crapulence. It was the job of other more rationally alcoholic drinks to keep you there. Then, with an amazing show of memory in her current state, the biotic added, "Wha-what was s'it you said when the thresher showed up?"

"Taarsidath-an halsaam," rumbled the Krogan stoically as he grabbed the bottle with somewhat shaky digits. Took him long enough to finally start feeling it.

"And that is…?" prompted Jack, cynicism and sarcasm blossoming into the areas now vacated by the alcohol.

"It is an ancient Krogan battle cry. Wouldn't show up on any translator. The… the clan leader said I would know when to use it," explained the super soldier as if he were reading the words off the container in his hands. He paused as he shook the vessel experimentally, as if trying to gauge how empty it was by hearing alone. It was almost halfway empty and Jack knew for a fact that hardly more than a sip was due to her. Then with an expression that look two parts amusement and one part… embarrassment?... he continued. "Urdnot Wrex told me what it meant… afterwards."

The huge lizard stopped again, as if that were all he was going to say, but the small biotic, patience not exactly being one of her strong points, was having none of that.

"Fucking spit it out already." The Krogan fixed her with a predatory stare for a heartbeat, as if contemplating whether or not to try and eat the pushy psychopath. Then, just as abruptly a toothy grin split his face once more. It didn't technically mean he had decided, but Jack was beyond such concerns.

"He said it means something like, 'I will bring myself sexual pleasure later, while thinking about this with great respect,'" clarified Grunt as he started pouring himself another. Then, in a sort of impressed silence, the biotic pulled a small flask out to join him. There was no compelling reason to stay sober anyways.

"Why don't humans have any sayings like that?" pondered Jack finally coming to grips with that clarification as they both tossed some anti-liver nectar back.

"Too busy running?" conjectured Grunt as he slammed his glass down just hard enough to annoy Jacob once more.

"Fuck off," she murmured as she threw a half-hearted punch at her fellow drinker. The humanoid laughed again and then, that particular chain of dialogue wrapped up, the pair lapsed once more into the welcoming arms of silence, shipboard traffic bustling around them.

After some time spent this way, Jack noticed her Krogan drinking partner staring intently at her, and, as was her fashion, promptly prepared a string of vitriolic words to thrust in his general direction. Before her truculent mind could settle on the most appropriate, relatively speaking of course, phrase, she noticed something else. No, not at her, past her. She turned-

-and nearly jumped out of her seat, except that would hardly have been very apathetic of her, so, in a wonderful show of will, she rallied. However, this did in no way keep Grunt from noticing and doing that damnable slow laugh of his. The diminutive biotic threw the lizard a dangerous glare. It said, 'I may be smaller than you. I may not have bulky battle armor, leathery skin, or sharp teeth, but what I do have is a natural affinity for knowing how to destroy bastards who have any or all of the above, savvy?'

Now, with that said, or not said depending upon your literary perspective, the convict turned back to the source of her sudden 'not' surprise, all seven feet of him. She didn't know how he had managed to sit at the table without noticing, she hadn't drunk that much had she? No, there's no way she'd have been able to miss that much mass walking around this deck. It'd be like somehow forgetting Grunt was in the seat beside you.

But there he was, eating whatever the fuck it was that Rupert had prepared as if no one else was even in the damn room, as if he wasn't a couple of seats down from the two that shared in killing a thresher maw with him. It was almost enough to get her anger going despite the best efforts of alcoholic haze. Disrespectful so-

A clawed hand turned her back at Grunt who, having risen from his seat, now towered above her. The alien nodded over to her current source of ire and then promptly took a seat beside the Master Chief. Sensing that the humanoid might be onto something that didn't involve immediate violence, the biotic calmed herself if only for the bloody krogan's sake and took a chair on the other side of the human supersoldier.

"We fought a great battle," rumbled the lizard aloud as he poured out more ryncol. Jolly green didn't even bother turning, just nodded and kept eating. "I would be honored to raise a krant to destroy either of you."

"Aw, that's sweet," replied Jack surprisingly genuine for someone who had just been given what most would have seen as a dire threat by most people. Her uncharacteristic mood, however, was short lived as she watched the pale man next to her simply shrug. Her anger spiked for a moment at the casual disregard of the compliment. "Hey, I know we all just had one of those stupid bonding moments on Tuchunka or whatever, but what the fuck?"

The explosive comment had that calm face and seemingly every other one in the room turning toward her in an instant. She didn't care though, all she wanted was a damn response out of this fucker, but all he was doing was staring at her as if she'd only raised her hand in a fucking class room.

Speaking of hands, hers was rising as if by its own accord and slowly bring a finger to the Spartan's lips. Now, it is quite hard to tell whether the Spartan's eyebrow rose in question before or after Jack started prodding at his mouth, and, perhaps it is better left unsaid. It can be said, however, that the veteran's hand tranquilly but firmly pulled the interloping finger away.

"Can I help you, ma'am?" he asked finally speaking even if he was still so goddamn serene about it. And who in the fucking verse was he calling ma'am? Like she was just another stupid soldier or some other bullshit.

"Oh, so your mouth does work when you're out of your can. That's good to know," chided the biotic sardonically as she tore her hand out of that grip.

"Jack, I don't thin-" started Jacob as he tried to come over to help diffuse the situation. Before he could take a single step though, the small woman, completely unwilling to deal with any other goody-two-shoes at the moment, especially if said paragon footwear inhabitant kept up that damn condescending tone, turned her anger his way.

"Back off twinkle toes. No one fucking asked you. Besides, this is between me and Iron Chef over here." And before he could possibly respond to that outburst, Jack had already aimed her attention back at the Master Chief… who had just went back to fucking eating!?

A straw snapped in the psychotic biotic's mind, it was the last one. To be fair, she had not been naturally blessed with an overabundance of them, but that was hardly the point, especially now that a glowing haze had started to envelope her.

Several onlookers began backing away slowly, but that hardly mattered. They had just fought and killed a Thresher Maw, succeeding somehow to even keep Grunt from being digested. Then, the grand bastard goes and saves her… multiple times, fucking embarrassing. As if she wanted or needed his help in the first rutting place. They had worked like one of Shepard's damn teams and had kicked major ass. And then- and then- just fucking nothing. Not an approving smile, nod, or a 'good job', not like she wanted any of those mind you, but still.

All there was was just that damnable robotic face responding as if with pre-recorded settings. As if he were just something to roll out at the start of a mission and then package back up afterwards. No! People could fight, kill, swear, fuck, betray, and whatever fucking else, but they weren't goddamn tools! That was how Cerberus thought, and that was NOT okay.

"Look!-" began Jack as she slammed an open ebon illuminated hand down on the table, but before she could shout out another word, one of the large man's hands shot out blindingly fast and suddenly a fork was sunk into the table between two of her fingers quivering violently. She stared for a moment, her gaze oscillating between the abrupt entrance of cutlery into the equation and the wielder, sufficiently silenced.

"Calm," recommended the Spartan in an iron clad voice, and beyond all rational belief, she did. Ah, now there was at least a little something in that taciturn visage. It was enough to stifle the anger even just a minute bit. Then with a look that silently added in the 'Now', the veteran repeated, "Can I help you?"

He was still being a kind of dense that should only exist in the realm of the supernatural, but this was at least a start. He had left out the dreaded 'ma'am' this time. The biotic took a deep breath, soothing herself more. The last thing she needed was to have Shepard come by, see her all at odds with everyone, and think now was the time for one of his _talks_.

"Look we get it. You're a solemn soldier from a grim future where there's only war," intoned Jack, shocking several onlookers into silence with the start of a rational sounding argument, "but for fuck's sake you're allowed to relax."

The Master Chief stared at her, unmoving as those serious eyes peered directly at her, and, defiantly, she gazed back. She hadn't met a being yet in the verse that could intimidate her by just glowering and she wasn't going to let that shit start now. Then as if the stone had to be chiseled away, the ghost of a smile cracked onto the large man's mouth.

"Fair enough," the pale soldier offered as he pulled the fork free of the table without any apparent effort.

"That was… unexpected," rumbled Grunt, finally choosing to take part in something other than a one man contest to see who could down a bottle of krogan liquor first. Hell, it was his idea to come over here in the first place and she'd had to do all the damn work so far. Before she could call him out on that bullshit though, a single soft laugh echoed out from the Spartan.

Still a fucker, but at least that was a real attempt.

**OOOO**

"Keep that arm in the sling for at least a day," recommended Dr. Chakwas stoically as she finished her treatment, the Commander doing his best to keep from tugging at the uncomfortable attachment.

"Just long enough for us to get to Mnemosyne, perfect," exclaimed James optimistically as he hopped off the examination table, finally feeling the medication kick in.

"Commander, I did say at _least_ a day." He turned to meet what he knew to be the disapproving look on the doctor's face with a look of pure innocence.

"That's right, and you didn't say at least _two_ days." The medical officer's frown deepened, well it was worth a shot. "Look, I know my limits, doctor. Don't worry, I'll take it easy."

"Be sure you do," reminded Karin as she turned to her paperwork as he moved to leave. "Next time I might have to prod more."

"Well, she definitely knows how to motivate me," muttered James sarcastically to himself, ignoring the drama in the mess as best he could as he made for the lift. He really wasn't in the mood for it now.

Surprisingly, no one stopped him or tried to grab his attention on his way to the cockpit, but as he approached he overheard the unmistakable laughter of Joker and Grunt. Oh, well, this ought to be good.

"Did I miss something interesting?" asked the Commander innocuously, drawing both of the inhabitants' attention. They paused briefly in their laughter, holding onto serious expressions for as long as they could, and then burst out chuckling once more. Oh, this ought to be really good. "Anyone care to share?"

"Shepard," managed Joker containing himself only slightly better than the turian. Text popped to life on one of the pilot's monitors, as if to explain everything, "just read this."

The injured ex-Spectre leaned in, eyes scanning the link on the holo. He turned a confused expression towards the pair, sending them into fits of laughter once more as he read aloud.

"Warning, Maleslash fic… what, laughing at horror stories?"

"Just open, Shepard," prompted Garrus, his mandibles stuck open as he attempted to keep a straight face for more than a few moments.

The engineer's finger prodded the link, a text file springing to life on the screen. He cocked an eyebrow at his two compatriots before focusing on the literature. His lips moved silently as he took in the content, his eyes widening slowly as he dove deeper.

"Bu-but I'd never… What the hell is this?!" blurted out James, eyes wide enough to threaten to jettison themselves from his head. "Did one of you do this? Cause if you did, I'd like to recommend you take a couple of sessions with Miss Chambers."

"Garrus stumbled upon one of your fan sites," declared the pilot, Garrus all but on the floor holding his sides tightly. The ex-Spectre threw a quick scathing look in the sniper's direction before turning back to the holo.

"Who… Who would write this?" asked the Commander desperately trying to make sense of what was before him. He backed out of the story, looking over all the others that popped. "I… I have to destroy this…"

"Oh, Shepard, it's not _that_ bad," countered Joker, wiping his eyes, and, in the engineer's mind, hopefully breaking a rib or two from his amusement.

"…There's one with you in it," replied James evilly, his schaudenfreudic impulses tingling. There was a metallic thud as Garrus finally hit the floor, completely losing all control.

"… Kill it with fire…" All pretense of frivolity vaporized from the pilot's face, eyes going just as wide as the engineer's.

"EDI," stated Shepard flatly, the AI's avatar snapping to life immediately. 

"Yes, Shepard?"

"Do you see this extranet site?" A finger thrust itself toward the screen as if accusing it of witchcraft.

"Yes, Commander."

"Destroy every trace of it." A certain turian formally known as Archangel pounded on the floor as if begging his body not to laugh any more.

"Commander, I-"

"Every. Trace. Of. It," staccatoed the engineer fixing one of the bridge cameras with his best 'obey me' face. "I don't care how. Just get it done."

"As you wish," deadpanned the artificial intelligence as her holo dissipated.

"And you," started James as he rounded on a heavily breathing sniper, "maybe need to go lie down. I'll come talk to you later… and stay off the extranet!"

Garrus nodded, as he staggered off, still unable to speak, leaving the two humans to try and shake the past few minutes out of their heads. They weren't succeeding.

"This is just far too much excitement for me for one day. I need a nap," professed the Commander, stretching his good arm out theatrically. He made as if to leave, and then stopped himself, almost forgetting his main reason for coming to the cockpit. "Oh, and let's start heading toward Mnemosyne."

"The derelict Reaper?" asked Joker despondently as he moved his fingers back to the controls. "You take us to all the nice places."

"I try."

**OOOO**

It is quite easy to tell if a krogan has imbibed enough alcohol to be declared drunk, at least, to the standard of those beings not as liver-ally gifted. Often the tells can be split into one of two categories: a burning need to induce a row with as many individuals as possible or uncharacteristic happiness. This isn't to say that his species is any less likely to not attempt to fight someone, but it can be mentioned that they are less likely to try and bite at you while doing so. And, thankfully for the immediate crew surrounding Grunt, he happened to be neatly falling into the latter. Preferably, they would probably like to see him fall into neither while around them, but when the hell had he last give that much of a damn about _them_ anyways?

No, they could just deal with the fact that he had finally found a way to get drunk. All this human shit that he'd tried before in the Normandy's lounge was weaker than a Salarian with a belly ache, and Shepard hadn't been any help along these lines either. He'd already refused the young krogan on more than one occasion on the grounds that he wouldn't buy any drink that was all but guaranteed to set off a Geiger counter. No, this bottle and the other one were one hundred percent Tuchankian fermented and damn if it didn't feel fantastic. Everything felt all bendy now, almost like the immediate environs were begging to be touched.

He stopped himself just after his hands had begun to move of their own accord. It probably wasn't a good idea to have anyone here seeing him grabbing at nothing. He looked at his two table companions, determined which of the sets were the real ones, took another drink, and set back to enjoy the show.

Jack was doing that funny thing she always did when confronted with individuals that happened to not be named Jack and felt a need to be giving her orders. Well, it was funny as long as she wasn't in his face about it, but that's when other instincts like hunger and anger started coming out to play. The humorous thing was they actually seemed to be doing okay, well, that was until the small woman started glowing and the Spartan stuck a fork between her fingers.

"That was… unexpected," mumbled the young krogan when Jack, in a surprising turn of events didn't get the fight going and got the Chief smiling instead. He'd kind of been hoping for a show.

The large human laughed as the biotic fixed him with a delectably irritated glare, the unexpected noise causing the lizard's vision to unfocus for a moment. When he cleared his head once more, he noticed three empty glasses sitting on the table.

"I think," started the berserker, gathering his thoughts around him like driftwood in the turbulence of his unsteady mind, "that we should share a drink."

"Ryncol?" asked Jack cautiously, he nodded. A subtle flash of dismay flickered over her faces, all three of them, before resignation took hold. "Fine, but this is my last one unless you want to carry me down to engineering. What about you, green?"

They looked to the Spartan and watched him shrug noncommittally. Grunt began refilling his glass.

"What's that supposed to mean?" demanded Jack, speaking loud enough for the whole trio. "It's only one, even if it is Ryncol. You're a big bastard. I think you'll be fine."

The large man stared silently between the chaotic woman and the bottle, what seemed to be a form of confusion settling gently onto the Spartan's face. It was a curious expression, one Grunt remembered wearing when an imprint from the tank flashed the idea of alcohol into his head for the first ti-

"What too good to fucking drink with u- wait…no…" trailed off the biotic, a disbelieving laugh emanating loudly from her lips, "You have drank before, right?"

"No," answered the Master Chief evenly as his face slid carefully back to factory settings.

"What the fuck do they teach soldiers in your universe?" asked the convict as she giggled again, a devious smile playing onto her features. "Well, I'm not taking no for an answer. Now-"

"I think he shouldn't have to if he doesn't want to," interrupted a measured voice from behind the trio, and, judging by the speed that Jack's expression shifted from Machiavellian to seething hatred (which would have even had a high speed camera wondering 'Wait what? How the hell did that get there?'), a certain Normandy member had just walked up.

"Oh, I don't think I remember anyone asking for your opinion," Grunt heard the convict spit out venomously before blocking it out. Human arguments were largely just annoying. There was a small chance that one between these two might eventually boil into something interesting, but for now they'd squabble just like anyone else of their species.

"-nd who gave you the righ-"

_Well, almost anyone_, thought the krogan through the haze as he turned back to the Master Chief. The large human's eyes flickered back and forth between the two verbal combatants, calm curiosity settling into view.

"-he right? The fucking right? This isn't a-"

The Spartan's gaze shifted over towards Grunt. The lizard offered an amused shrug, drunkenly attempting to mimic the Chief's favorite response. The temporary battlemaster shrugged back, somehow managing to convey 'I'll stay out of this if you do.' The sole krogan grunted a laugh and nodded his agreement.

"-s this really something to argue about?" interjected Jacob, daring to trespass once more.

"Stay out of this!" shouted both the women in unison, the psychopath adding in a few expletives.

Grunt looked at the Spartan's still empty glass, then back up at the human, the question obvious.

"-hy does Cerberus always have to butt int-"

The big human looked down at the unoccupied vessel, head cocked, and then, with another shrug, slid it the young berserker's way. A toothy grin spread lethargically across the humanoid's face and a certain bottleneck turned downwards.

"-his has nothing to do with Cerberu-"

The glass skimmed back the soldier's way, not sloshing a drop. The human gazed down at the ryncol, his face blank once more as if he were willing the alcohol to tell him its dark dark secrets. Hmm, maybe he shouldn't have filled it that much. He wasn't a krogan after all-

"-nything with you has to deal with Cerberu-"

The intoxicant disappeared between the Chief's lips without further hesitation.

"-hy do yo-er- what?"

The two women paused mid-sentence staring at the Spartan as the glass clinked down onto the table. The Chief swayed unsteadily for a few moments, then, instead of face planting as seemed to be the human custom when partaking in the finest of krogan liquor, he managed to secure himself, eyes only mildly glazed.

_Huh, not bad for a squishee._

Then, without another word, the large man stood and, taking his tray, walked off, leaving the group in silence. The women stared on, that is, until the sound of sloshing fluid drew their gazes to Grunt just in time to see a glass slide toward Jack.

"Tha's yours…"

**OOOO**

_Thunk_

The noise reverberated dully around the inside of the Normandy's elevator, its hollow sound drawing Tali's head left and right as the engineer inside of her went through its normal checklist.

_Thunk_

_ Not loud enough to be the guides._

_Thunk_

_ Too dull to be the traction gears._

_Thunk_

_ Could it be th… Keelah, what am I doing?_ asked the quarian internally as she pushed back against her natural inclination towards ratiocination. It was always so much easier for her to slip into the realm of mechanisms then face anything even remotely approaching the realm of drama.

_Thunk_

But one didn't really hide anything on the migrant fleet, there just wasn't the room aboard any of the ships to manage it for very long, not if you wanted to stay on the same vessel. She'd once watched a pair of former coworkers attempt to hold a grudge, they had somehow succeeded in lasting a week. Ancestors only knew how she'd managed to keep it up with the Commander as long as she had. It probably helped that he'd played it off like nothing was wrong, but the tech expert was doing her best not to think of that at the moment.

_Thunk_

And whatever the hell _that_ was, it was starting to grow on her nerves, but before the engineer could slip back into root cause mode, the lift beeped softly. Unfortunately the noise only grew as the doors slid open slowly.

_Thunk_

_Okay, here goes _nothing, thought Tali, taking a deep breath before walking through the adjoining door. A confident foot stepped into the room and immediately went crunch. She looked down, debated the aesthetic qualities of the broken glass scattered haphazardly across the floor, and looked back up, head cocked. "So, redecorating?"

The ball dropped. This was not a metaphor. It bounced a handful of times on its own, as if reveling in its new found freedom and then rolled to a stop at the wall opposite the bed. And, watching it all in the same manner as a child caught with their hand in the cookie jar was the Commander.

"Not exactly," managed James weakly as he got to his feet, sling swaying as he made his way over to her. The human's face twitched nervously, trying to wipe any ounce of guilt off it. It was failing. "It happened not too long ago… I've been meaning to clean it up."

The quarian fixed her fellow engineer with a questioning stare, but the man's own gaze never lifted from the transparent debris. It was strange; she hadn't expected to catch the ex-Spectre like this. She had been prepared for resilience or outrage at the sudden infiltration of his quarters. It was so open, dozens of different body cues all screaming for attention at once. It was all but begging to-

"Look, I-" started both the tech masters at once, and each pausing to let the other go. "You- no, yo- fine I'll…"

Two stares met hesitantly as an awkward silence walked in, took one look at the pair, and then hung itself.

"I'm sorry for my behavior recently," managed the ex-Spectre, eyes turning downward once more as he kicked a piece of glass absentmindedly. Well, this was going a bit easier than she'd thought. "And for yelling at you back on Illium… that was uncalled for."

"Why did you?" asked Tali curiously, completely forgetting about her own apology that she'd prepared. She settled herself against a wall, or tried to, the empty air that had replaced the glass for the fish tank wasn't being very supportive. After catching herself, she shifted to a more complete partition.

"Because my day up until that point wasn't exactly going the greatest… and because of you," admitted the human looking up once more with a shrug. His returning attention, however, was met with the quarian's best 'excuse me' stance that she could muster. "Sorry, that came out wrong. It's because who else could I have admitted all that to?"

"Garrus? Joker?" mentioned the nomad, determined to let this fully flesh itself out.

"No, not really. Garrus and I open up to each other like a pair of brothers; simply and with enough sarcasm to drive Miranda up the wall. Joker and I talk about the old times, but you'd have to take a crowbar to his psyche to get him to be serious long enough to have a meaningful conversation. As for everyone else on this ship, I'm supposed to be leading them on a suicide mission. They don't need me making things any more difficult... Besides, you're the only one that asked."

"Yes, but that's not a reason to go off like a bosh'tet," remarked Tali, or at least those were the words that arranged themselves in the quarian's mind and began their long hard march through the treacherous fields of civility and bowdlerization. What eventually limped its way out was something more along the lines of, "Oh, I see."

The silence hung harder, swaying to and fro with an almost maddeningly ferocious air about it that all but asked the others to pay attention to it. The pair, however, continued to only stare in its wake.

"Do you want to talk about it?" offered the nomad, finally fed up with the silence's overabundant antics.

"I don't know," replied James unhelpfully, the 'give me a moment' look he was wearing the only thing saving him from her annoyance. "I don't remember anything in the two years before I woke back up. I went from finding a sense of peace as the air leaked from my suit and then suddenly I was waking up on a space station, everything hurting, and a horde of mechs out for my blood. And I just immediately went along with it, so ready to help…"

"But that's what you do, Shepard. You help people. You don't execute people, you don-"

"Tali, no one ever asked if I wanted to come back," stated the Commander flatly, fixing his jaw in that stubborn way of his. "Hell, I don't think anyone that worked on that project even bothered to pause and consider that. They just expected me to come back ready for more, and the scary thing is, I let them. Then… then it was just too late to do anything."

"Why did you?" asked the quarian shyly, morbidly hypnotized.

"Some part of me just switched on," answered the engineer cryptically, the look he was giving making her think he was suspicious of his own words. "I didn't want to be back, but since I was here I'd get the job done…as fast as possible. Taking all the shortcuts the old Shepard never would have, and no one seemed to care because I kept getting results. It was easier this way, but the old me never really turned off either…"

The silence swung once more, getting a bit bored now with having this many opportunities to showcase its talents. It hadn't really expected to get this big of a workout, but damn it, it was committed now and woul-

"I'm glad the Shepard I know is still in there," stated Tali finally, digesting the situation the best she could, "even if he's helping you act like a bosh'tet right now."

The laugh that echoed within the Commander's private quarters surprised the quarian with its genuineness. She couldn't detect an ounce of sarcasm or cynicism hiding anywhere. This visit had transformed into something far beyond her expectations, and she didn't regret a second of it.

"I can't say if I'll ever get back to where I was, Tali," ventured James sincerely, fixing her with the most blatantly honest expression she'd ever seen, "but knowing someone wants me to, helps."

"Thank you, Shepard," responded the quarian in kind, one arm drawing itself to rub shyly against the other at the praise.

"Sooooo, was there something else you came up here for aside from my confession?"

"Oh, Kee'lah, I almost forgot," said Tali abruptly, the sudden exclamation drawing a smile onto her fellow engineer's face. "I wanted to apologize for forcing you into hand to hand combat with a krogan… and to thank you for it."

"Oh, that?" said the ex-Spectre, smile broadening as he waved his good arm dismissively, "I've always wondered what it would feel like to shove my arm down a krogan's throat… so… thanks for giving me the opportunity."

"That's disgusting, Shepard," countered the nomad, unable to keep the smile from her face even had she wanted to.

"Never said it wasn't."

**OOOO**

_Oh, Chief,_ thought Cortana in a state somewhere between pity and amusement as she watched her Spartan down the glass of vitriolic fluid. Part of her had begun researching the alcohol instantly as she started to understand how the situation would unfold. That Jack girl had grown on the artificial intelligence's nerves considerably over the course of the mission, but at least she was somewhat predictable. And, from what she had gleaned from the extranet, a small portion of her was thankful that the biotic was.

She had been monitoring John from her holopad as she always did when he left the cargo bay. It's not like she didn't trust him or anything, but it was hard not to keep tabs when all one had else to do was surf a galaxy spanning data network, hack into the private accounts of several high ranking not to mention notorious mercenary leaders, redistribute said funds a bit better, and judge the competencies of a fledgling AI.

Speaking of EDI, the UNSC program had enjoyed her surreptitious game with the Normandy's ethereal component. She hadn't expected her to pass through the crucible as quickly as she had. From her calculations, EDI should have been at least a couple more hours in the answering. Despite all intents and purposes, it was refreshing to be proven wrong, at least in this case. She didn't want to go about making a habit of it, not while she still had to tip toe so-

_No_, mused the beryl construct as she pondered the results further. That time might be coming to an end. The giant could bend her rules, even with those shackles of hers.

A window sprang into being beside Cortana. Text flashed onto its surface and erased itself faster than any organic eye could follow.

She had to get this just right.

**OOOO**

Miranda was not used to wearing fatigues. Unlike the vast majority of Cerberus personnel she did not believe in immersing herself in militaristic culture. Oh, sure, she gave orders quite often enough for sure, but that was just a law of nature. Some people gave commands and others follow them. This was just practical camouflage as far as she was concerned.

Yes, that was at least what she kept telling herself as she rode the elevator down to the cargo bay. A finger pressed the button again impatiently as her hands tugged at the looser clothing. How the hell did anybody wear these?

The doors opened, quietly shaking the biotic out of her thoughts as she stepped out into the expanse. Well-polished segments of armor led up to the Spartan like row after row of neatly laid out green glass. They were all almost clean enough to make you think that he hadn't been in such close proximity to an exploding thresher, but it was just another of those things she'd come to expect with him. There were no half measures with this man.

The Chief's head drifted upwards fixing her with this stare as she drew closer, cocked ever so slightly, and then, as if shrugging back words that had had the audacity to try and make it past his mouth, the large man nodded his greetings. A large hand gestured casually towards a crate. Oh, well, wasn't that generous of hi-

The Operative shoved Pride away from the controls and calmly took a seat. The emotion tried to fight back, but was eventually overcome and tied down to keep from squirming. Luckily for her the mental scuffle didn't transfer to the rest of her as she patiently waited on her seat, face a perfect mask of serenity.

The two stayed like this for some time, engaging once more in the battle of obstinacy. He would hold out as long as he could because that was just what he did, but this time she was ready. She'd-

Her foot began to tap impatiently before the rest of her could figure out what the hell was going on. Impatience looked up from the controls, shrugged its shoulders, and was immediately set upon by the rest of the mental gathering. The tapping ceased, but unfortunately its damage was done.

"Yes, ma'am?" asked the Spartan, not looking up from his ministrations of his helmet.

"Miranda," countered the woman quickly, drawing another inquisitorial tilt to make an appearance onto the Master Chief's head. A smile crept surreptitiously onto the Operative's lips, dodging here and there before diving to its goal, an unmistakable veteran in the war against her normal demeanor. "You're already shown that I can't presume to order you about, so, not Ma'am. Mir-an-da."

An eyebrow lifted ever so slightly on that far too pale face as the man digested the phonic challenge. It was amusing what seemed to give the Chief his moments of hesitation. In a battle there was no pausing with him. It was all fluid reaction, even when faced with one of the largest known creatures in the galaxy and backed by questionably sane squad mates, but the simple act of breaking his normal decorum fueled up what seemed like an internal debate for the century.

She watched the dry smile creep onto the man's features, the same train of thought seeming to have passed through his station as well. The soldier shrugged as if to say, 'I'll try.' She nodded a curt 'see that you do' and watched that grin grow just a fraction.

The two lapsed into silence once more, Miranda struggling with what to do with the newly acquired conversational breathing room and the Spartan settling back into his maintenance. Then stabilizing herself once more, the operative ventured further yet into the untamed wilds of small talk.

"Can you be honest with me?" The large man flashed his eyes up briefly from his work, giving the raven hair woman a look that passed on 'I can if you can.' She pushed back the quick spike in anger as more rational sectors continued to hold. "Was that really your first time drinking?"

"Water?" mentioned the Spartan blankly, leaving the Cerberus Operative no clues whether he was being daft or sarcastic. She suspected the latter.

"Alcohol." _Bloody ass_, managed Miranda dryly, fighting back a twitch of annoyance.

"Yes."

"And what did you think?" prompted the biotic, trying to appear as casual as possible while attempting to breathe life back into the rapidly dying colloquial embers.

"I wouldn't recommend it," answered the veteran simply, the small smile of his returning once more if only briefly. Then, as he set down his helmet, the protective device glinting in the florescent light, the soldier fixed her with a glare, the request obvious. Leaving now, however, wasn't an option now though.

"Why do you do that?"

"Do what?" A rare bit of puzzlement crept onto the large man's continence.

"Try to drive everyone away when the conversation goes on a bit too long?" continued the biotic slowly as she riveted her eyes onto the Spartan, waiting for some hints on his thoughts. "You show more reluctance to connect then Thane or myself, but you keep allowing yourself to be in these situations."

The two stared at each other, neither electing to speak further. Then as if sensing the last guttering flames of the chat beginning to wilt again, a sing song voice emanated from behind Miranda, startling her slightly.

"Yeah, why is that?" asked Kasumi as she faded into view, her cloak dissolving just as the pair turned toward her. Silence poured toward the interrupting thief as the full power of the Operative's and the Chief's stares threw themselves in her direction. Words that normally flowed so easily for the borrower stopped and reconsidered their path to utterance. After a moment, she rallied magnificently, offered something along the lines of a mumbled 'I see you're busy. I'll come back later', and vanished inside the lift.

"She's getting better," admitted the Master Chief calmly as he set about moving his armor.

"She likes to practice," started the biotic as she continued to watch. Then, with a sardonic smile she added, "and you're avoiding the question."

The man fumbled the current piece ever so slightly as he met her inquisitive stare once more. Then, in a move that she had come to expect with difficult questions with him, the man shrugged casually and set back to work.

_At least he's being bloody honest about it_, thought the Cerberus Operative dryly as she considered her next move. She had her suspicions to be sure, but that was just idle conjecture. Maybe if she tr-

"Curious."

"Excuse me?" managed Miranda as she tried to pull herself out of her mental gymnastics mid tumble.

"I was curious," repeated the Spartan as he picked up the last of MJOLNIR's sections.

The biotic watched his face carefully, hoping once more for anything else to spill out. The answer had been unexpected, and it wasn't the whole truth, but it was enough to work off of for now. She didn't know why she was certain of this, there wasn't any proof to support it and the man had always been forthcoming in his own way, but it was just one of those pesky feelings that gnawed on any mind from the moment of its inception.

"And," started the raven haired woman, throwing the invariable grammatical particle out like a plump worm on a hook, "was it curiosity that led you to spar with Samara?"

"She offered," countered the Spartan nonchalantly as he obliviously turned his back to her. The informant bridled and, Anger breaking free from the rest of the personifications and dashing for the controls, without any hesitation launched the veteran toward a wall with her biotics.

"Now I'm offering."

**OOOO**

The door slid open silently, and an unenthusiastic Reg took a hesitant step out, head once more on a swivel. The hallway was still and, for the moment at least, the coast was clear. A small paranoid sector of his mind had expected an army of the others to be waiting for them the moment they opened the entry, the sigh of relief that exited his lungs was happy that he had been wrong.

"Let's keep going, Reg," whispered Mil with a prod from her gun to remind him that that wasn't a question.

_Of course, Sarge. Happy to be a meat shield, Sarge_, he thought sarcastically in a sing song voice, wisely not vocalizing the phrase. He felt bad about immediately turning tail and fleeing instead of making some sort of attempt to help his imperiled comrades, but, over the course of his adolescence and career, he had developed a nasty habit. It was called living.

The pair crept forward like wraiths trying to stay in whatever shadows they could as they approached the door to their salvation. To their heightened senses, every step was an earthquake, every breath the roar of a hurricane. Adrenaline poured into Reg's system once more, causing his heart to beat faster than a drum core competition as he drew up against the looming threshold.

The guardsman pressed his unbruised ear against the metal and listened as best as he was able. Silence greeted him warmly, beckoning him to enter as a light above him began to flicker, sending narratively inclined impulses scrambling for the abort button.

The gurgle came a moment before his hand reached the door control, freezing the appendage and drawing his attention upward. The light blinked out, leaving his eyes to view nothing but inky blackness. His instincts were screaming now, begging his legs to do their job, but the appendages' only answer back was a brief, polite message with large friendly looking letters; error 404, legs not found.

Another wet burble echoed from above and Reg felt his sergeant draw a bead on the menacing nothingness. The light flickered back on, and, with a timing fueled purely on the power of storytelling appropriateness, the _thing_ leaped.

It was ugly in the same way as a krogan could be said to have an anger management problem. Reg's mind drastically attempted to call up better descriptors rather than do what it actually needed to do at the moment. It was an abomination. A horror? Grotesque? It was, it was… falling on him at an approximate rate of nine point eight one meters per second per second, thank you physics class, and… oh… damn.

It landed on him with a meaty thwap that rivaled a damp cloth hitting a wall. Greenish brown limbs that seemed entirely too malleable slammed him into the floor with a strength that didn't seem possible. A tentacle hand lashed down at him, driving the air from him with the impact.

He tried to bring his hands up to grab at the malformed former human, but the appendages he latched onto seemed to slide through his grip as if they had been oiled. The other warbled again and brought both of its corpse-like appendages to bear, but before they could strike out, a pair of staccatoed rattles echoed throughout the hallway managing to draw the creature's attention away.

The apparition pressed itself off him and took a staggered step toward Mil, who proceeded in unloading the rest of the clip into the outlandish monstrosity. The thing warbled as if it were laughing, and Reg watched as the rounds passed through the horror as if the sergeant were firing at paper. He saw the determination begin to slip from his officer's face, saw the dread begin to take root. This was it. This was how they both were going to g-

The gun flipped in the large woman's hands, and, wielding the weapon like an old fashioned baseball bat, charged the shambler, her face screwed up in a rictus more commonly found on rampaging threshers. The firearm's stalk slammed into the creature sending it careening against a wall. It sprang back to its feet almost instantaneously, unphased, but the Cerberus slugger was on it before it could even take another limp.

Reg watched mouth agape as Mil proceeded to beat and stamp at the tentatcled horror like a rampaging bull. Any appendage that attempted to move was met by a down swing of what was most likely now a very broken assault rifle and a chorus of booted stomps, sending putrid gore flying in all directions. What felt like a minute passed and finally, the gurgling stopped.

"Mil, I think it's dead now," stated Reg cautiously as the man brought himself gingerly to his feet. He'd bet anything that the monstrosity had broken a rib or two.

A wild eyed stare met his and the wrong end of a gun was brought down on the creature with one more wet smack before the sergeant finally extricated herself from what could only be described as a greenish brown mush. The guardsman brought up his hands to try and calm the incensed woman. She stared at him for a moment as if she were wondering whether to start swinging again, but the deep sigh that pushed its way out of her lips seemed to reset her demeanor. Shoulders slackened as the events of the past minutes seemed to finally register with her brain.

"Come on. Let's get going before mo-"

The sergeant stopped mid-sentence as fate, taking its cue right on schedule, summoned a cacophony of burbles and gurgles to echo up the hallway behind them. The pair stared at each other, then back the way they came, then once more back at each other, and, then, with a speed that surpassed normal human ability, the two darted through the door.

The room was large and their heavy footfalls reverberated almost as loudly as the chorus of unearthly noises that rose out of nowhere to meet them. Shapes moved in the darkness at the edges of the bay, rapidly lumbering or bouncing toward them like hell's own carnival. Reg ducked his head, and, pushing past the pain, accelerated to a speed he had never been sufficiently motivated to reach before.

The _Lelantos_' docking port loomed in front of them, only a few steps more now. So close to freedom. The guardsman slammed into the metallic surface, not daring to slow down for one moment. His hand fumbled at the keypad… what was the combination again?

Mil batted him out of the way and keyed in the code with a ferocity that would have shocked a jazz pianist. The door slid open and the duo rushed through, Reg slamming his fist on the close button just as a swarm of the unholy buggers reached the threshold. The port skated closed with a definitive and relieving clang.

The two caught their breath as their bodies, finally out of overdrive, called in every debt that they were owed. Huge air-guzzling gulps met the angry bangs reverberating on the other side of the door, and, when the unhappy noises began to beat out the gasps, wild laughter rose to meet them in earnest. They staggered up the causeway, oblivious to all else as they reveled in their salvation. They could leave and blow this damnable shit to pieces that even atoms would say were small.

The conjoining door slid open, revealing only darkness in what should have been a well-lit airlock.

A warble echoed out from the inky blackness, quickly followed by a refrain of others.

The laughter stopped.

**End Chapter 15**

**Author's note II: So, the next chapter won't be too long so I should be able to keep my timetable for that at least. Oh, and before anyone comments about the Chief drinking ryncol and not passing out or something of that ilk. I'm basically using the logic that his body works out toxins faster than normal humans. Just thought I'd clarify that is all. Anyways, see you guys next time.**

**Next Chapter: Chapter 16 – Growing Pains**


End file.
